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MOTHERS’ STORIES: HOW FAMILY AND COMMUNITY INFLUENCES AFFECT 
GENERATIONS OF LITERACY CHALLENGES 
Abstract 
This study critically examines America’s literacy crisis and focuses on the most affected: 
at-risk single-parent mothers of infant-toddlers. Illiteracy is a social justice concern that 
contributes to poverty, poor health, and crime, and affects the economy and America’s status as 
the former world leader in education. There is contention among academic, corporate, private, 
and government sources regarding the conflicting statistics of the severity of the literacy crisis 
(Amarao, 2016; Khazan, 2014; Layton, 2015; Rasco, 2017; Sugrue, 2008). Little is known from 
mothers closest to the problem (Knowles, 2015). The research questions addressed in this study 
are (1.) How do at-risk mothers describe their role in supporting their children’s language 
acquisition and literacy development? (2.) Given limited time and resources, what does a mother 
do to model language and literacy skills with her children? (3.) What strategies and influences do 
mothers use to ensure their children obtain preschool or early childhood education (ECE) and 
remain successfully enrolled? (4.) What advice do mothers offer other struggling mothers to 
address these literacy challenges? What help do they need? The literature review portrays 
literacy as an essential human right and explores the rudiments of language acquisition. 
Scholarly activists Paulo Freire, Thomas Paine, Tom Sugrue and Sven Beckert defend literacy as 
an inalienable right, yet social justice experts condemn the proliferation of the preschool to 
prison pipeline that impinges freedom of speech and the right to be literate. They fear it 
  iv 
oppresses marginalized populations due to elitist profit incentives and corporate opportunists 
(Glaze, 2011; Hood, 2015; Sugrue, 2008). This qualitative phenomenological research study 
framed in language acquisition and social justice theories gives voice to at-risk mothers to inform 
the body of research of this imminent social problem by offering hope and viable findings 
toward resolution. Mothers leverage community and family relationships, resources, and 
obstacles to obtain literacy for their vulnerable families. An effective preschool program (a vital 
community resource) helps transform multiple generations of literacy challenges by “teaching 
mothers to reach their children” (Sticht & McDonald, 1990). Mothers’ best practices in literacy 
and language development, a showcase of leading literacy programs, and prospective literacy 
study recommendations, are featured.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 
  
Figure 2: School-to-Prison Pipeline featured on PBS (2013)  
Literacy is the ability to read, write, and communicate. To the world, literacy is the 
essence of education and the lifeblood for progress and freedom (Freire, 1996). To America, it is 
the basis of individual rights established by the forefathers (Kaye, 2005; Sugrue, 2008). To a 
baby, it begins with language acquisition, culture, and making sounds and gestures. To the most 
vulnerable citizens, at-risk single parent mothers and their infant children, it is survival and 
determines success or failure in life (Jensen, 2009; Lowry, 2017; Thompson, 2016). Illiteracy is 
often cyclical, affecting generations upon generations, and is almost impossible to break 
(Strauss, 2016). “A push toward better housing, reduced crime, better healthcare, reduced 
  
2
poverty, increased employment, and similar programs will not succeed unless the population for 
which they are designed is literate” (Paulding, 2017, para. 7).    
Approximately one-fifth of all adults cannot read or write or communicate adequately, 
according to Robert Alan Mole, President of the American Literacy Council (2017), and over 
half of all school children live in poverty, making them prime targets for dropping out of school, 
unemployment, or relying on social services programs (Paulding, 2017). The literacy crisis is an 
epidemic and possibly the most imminent social problem today. Time and resources are scarce 
and families as well as the education, social, and public support systems have been unsuccessful, 
or possibly unaware how to address or resolve this crisis. Therefore, the literacy crisis is mission 
critical for at-risk families and America (Amos, 2008; Broad Foundation, 2012; Rumberger, 
2011).  
Overview  
This introductory chapter includes a description of the cyclical literacy problem, purpose 
for the study, critical research questions, conceptual framework, assumptions and limitations, 
significance of the study, and conclusion. Past and current authors, experts, educators, 
community leaders, historians, journalists, and policy makers reveal facts about the literacy crisis 
and language acquisition in America. This chapter will foreshadow a presentation of empirical 
data about demographics, population studies, and magnitude studies relating to the literary crisis 
from the literature research. This background will provide justification to explore the rudiments 
of language development, language and social justice, and the need to conduct primary research 
with at-risk mothers of infants. The data also provide clues, attitudes, and insights to guide the 
theoretical framework for the study. Therefore, a qualitative homogeneous (using respondents of 
the same kind—at risk single parent mothers of infants) phenomenological sampling method will 
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be used (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006; Moustakas, 1994) grounded in social justice and language 
acquisition theoretical frameworks, as indicated by the research. Then, primary research will be 
conducted at multiple campuses of the study site centers in central Florida, the largest provider of 
nonprofit child care, family support, and literacy services in the region, serving over 4,000 at-risk 
children and families in more than 49 centers. This coincides with the research findings that 
many at-risk populations reside in Central Florida (Hirschkorn, 2012; Johnston, 2015). All 
participants will be referred by case workers and the executive director to obtain 8 to 12 qualified 
respondents. 
The Literacy Crisis: A Cyclical Epidemic  
Ninety-three million American adults are illiterate—unable to read, write, or 
communicate adequately (McFarland et al., 2017). In addition, there are 8,000 children per day 
dropping out of school (Amos, 2008), a statistic strongly influenced by family literacy, poverty, 
community, and culture (Ekono, 2016; Knowles, 2015; Rumberger, 2013; Tully, 2014; Tobey, 
2012). In one year this dropout rate is equivalent to the population of the entire state of Texas 
(Amos, 2008). The amount of research on the American literacy crisis indicates the problem is 
escalating. The U.S. Department of Education data, as reported by the president of the American 
Literacy Council, states, “one in five American citizens cannot read” (Mole, 2017, para. 6). This 
vacillating number is predicted to be considerably larger and perhaps undocumented according to 
nongovernmental estimates by some nonprofit and academic sources (Layton, 2015; Leiseca, 
2015; Rasco, 2017).  
The literacy crisis is an often “overlooked epidemic” and is growing at a catastrophic rate 
according to Carol Rasco, president and CEO of Reading Is Fundamental, Incorporated (2015):  
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This crisis is made more critical because so many do not see it as such. It’s cyclical, 
beginning before children enter school and continuing through graduation, when children 
in poverty read at levels four years behind their wealthier peers—if they are not among 
the 8,000 students who drop out every day. These children become parents, who 
statistically never catch up. (Rasco, 2017, p. 1) 
One in one-hundred dropouts will end up in the “school-to-prison pipeline” according to Amarao 
& Smiley, (2016), because of “an epidemic that is plaguing schools across the nation” 
(Introduction, p. xx) which exponentially targets poor families and children of color. It is 
presumed millions more unregistered citizens contribute to this crisis, yet go undocumented, as 
census data and resources allocated are based solely on legal U.S. citizens measured by the 
census (Leiseca, 2015). There is a direct relationship between illiteracy and poverty, poor health, 
early death, crime, the failing economy, unemployment or underemployment, social injustice, 
and people of color (Glaze & Parks, 2011; Johnston, 2015; Khazan, 2014; McFarland, et al., 
2017; Stevens, 2011). Indicators for the at-risk mothers include infant mortality rates, low birth 
weights, low income below and at poverty level, malnourishment, high probability of chronic 
and infectious diseases, poor literacy, and an increased propensity toward mental illness and 
anxiety disorders. This most at-risk population is primarily composed of African-American and 
Hispanic single parent mothers with infants (Amos, 2008; Ekono, Jiang, & Smith, 2016; 
Knowles, 2015; Layton, 2015; National Center for Children in Poverty, 2015).  
Literacy & Criminal Justice System 
Early reading, speech and language activities between mother and child enhance literacy 
development and proves to be a successful alternative to help prevent children from dropping out 
of school or ending up in the criminal justice system (DaSilva, 2017; Lowry, 2017; Rumberger, 
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2011). There is disturbing evidence about the preschool to prison practices that must be 
reviewed, though not the primary focus of this study. America spends three times more tax 
dollars to fund incarceration than education (Brown & Douglas-Gabriel, 2016). Most 
specifically, school dropouts account for the largest majority of all incarcerated populations 
(Glaze & Parks, 2011). The consequences of too many incarcerations (more than any other 
country) with sentences that are too long and costly to individuals and their human rights, 
families, communities, and taxpayers must change (Amos, 2008; Peterson, 2016; Sugrue, 2008; 
Travis, Western & Redburn, 2014). American prisons are a huge and growing $212 billion-dollar 
industry (Hunt, 2015; Moore, 2015).  
Many dropouts become repeat offenders and 75% are drug dependent. Most are African 
American and Hispanic. Nearly 80% are serving time for nonviolent crimes. Many are placed in 
privatized prisons which were illegal and unethical in the 20th century (Hunt, 2015). Former 
President Obama opened the 2015 NAACP Convention, stating “We have more work to do when 
more black men languish in prison than attend colleges and universities across America” 
(Obama, 2015, CSPAN).  
“New data shows that the school-to-prison pipeline starts as early as preschool” (Quinlan, 
2016, p. 1). Harvard professor Sven Beckert (2014) rebukes American economists for failure to 
show how capitalism profited from slavery and implicates compelling 21st-century corporate 
profit motives to incarcerate at-risk populations, as the prison industry is a multibillion dollars 
per year industry at the expense of taxpayers (Peterson, 2016). For example, it costs nearly 
$54,000 per year to incarcerate a nonviolent, drug dependent, high school dropout inmate, yet for 
only $8,000 per year, drug and counseling rehabilitation services could be provided in a non-
prison rehabilitation center (Aizenman,1998).  
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Other “recent studies paint a damning picture” that demonstrate how America 
“dehumanizes” at-risk children, especially those of color, starting from early childhood 
(Kolhatkar, 2014). Again, not the focus of this study, but literacy in America cannot be evaluated 
without the knowledge of the preschool-to-prison pipeline (Amos, 2008; Amurao, 2016; Hunt, 
2015; Kolhatkar, 2016), as nearly a fifth of all children who drop out of school end up in prison. 
However, the dropout problem stems largely from poor literacy skills that are not addressed in 
early childhood (Stevens, 2011; Thompson, 2016).   
Poverty and poor literacy skills frequently involve educational complexities, public 
funding deceptions, and obstructions for at-risk students to access this basic freedom to read, 
write, learn, and communicate (Carolan & Barnett, 2011; Collins & Halverson, 2009; Davidson, 
2015; Lewis, 2014). A specific example of this social injustice is the “dehumanizing” 
(Kolhatkar, 2014) phenomenon of expelling children from school which may pinpoint potential 
causes and offer clues for resolution (American Civil Liberties Union, 2016; Beckert, 2014).  
The Context & Setting: Paradise or Paradox 
In taking a closer look at the literacy crisis in America, a research study will be 
conducted in central Florida. To the world central Florida is a popular vacation site, a business 
metropolis, one of the top 20 major markets indexed by dominant financial influence, a thriving 
technology corridor, a multicultural setting for sports, education, and entertainment. It is also 
host to an international military air base designated for world affairs. This region contains the 
second largest school district and one of the largest retirement communities in the entire nation. 
It is also home to some of the most at-risk populations in the state and nation. Recently, this 
region reported an influx of the largest undocumented homeless populations in the country 
(Hirschkorn, 2012; Johnston, 2015; Layton, 2015; Leiseca, 2015). Florida is one of seven states 
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in the United States to have a significant increase in undocumented/illegal residents. Researchers 
at the Rutgers University Graduate School Study indicate that Florida has one of the largest and 
most rapidly growing populations of at-risk preschool children in the entire nation (Barnett & 
Carolan, 2013). 
Problem Statement: Low Literate Mother’s Beliefs About  
Infant Learning Is Not Well Documented 
Currently, there is much documented about the ill effects of poverty, health, and a child’s 
early development from health and education sources, but little is known from at-risk mothers 
with the scarcest resources (Ekono, et al., 2016). A plethora of data demonstrates how the 
literacy crisis is particularly devastating to African American and Hispanic single-parent mothers 
with infants, further segregating and marginalizing their individual prosperity and social justice 
and therefore affecting America. (Ekono, et al., 2016; Haskins, 2011; Hunt, 2015). 
Understanding the single mother’s role and point of view helps to synthesize the enormous 
challenges and responsibilities she faces. Using a phenomenological methodology, the study will 
investigate “the underlying meaning” of the single mother’s experiences (Moustakas, 1994,  
p. 47).  
Poor literacy directly relates to poverty, the economy, national security, and America’s 
faltering position in leading the world with high school and college graduates (Amos, 2008; 
Broad Foundation, 2012; Khazan, 2014; Tobey, 2012). The sociocultural and economic 
underpinnings that lead to poor literacy are pervasive. After WWII, America led the world in 
high school and college graduates. Yet America’s continual and rapid educational decline from 
world leader to 28th place since the mid-1940s takes a toll on the quality of life for all citizens 
and the nation’s progress (Gates Foundation, 2015).   
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It is also critical to observe gaps in the literature and the problems caused by conflicting 
data. Government data on school dropouts does not match private foundation data and other 
scholarly statistics on the literacy crisis (Layton, 2015; Leiseca, 2015). This gap in the findings 
makes the need for the study paramount. Missing data prevents proper acknowledgment of the 
true magnitude of the problem and the proper investment in policies and interventions needed to 
resolve it. Transformation is imminent, as literacy may be the most critical social problem 
affecting America today (Broad Foundation, 2012; Gates Foundation, 2015).   
The Purpose of the Study: Breaking the Cycle of Illiteracy 
The purpose of this study is to explore the literacy crisis in America and learn from at-
risk single parent mothers of 0 to 3-year-old infants facing the literacy crisis about their 
perceived roles and responsibilities in their child’s literacy development. These perspectives are 
important to study because research tells us that mothers have the most influence on their 
infant’s language development and literacy as well as the greatest opportunity to influence 
change to break the life-altering cycle of illiteracy (Jiang & Granja, 2015; Thompson, 2016).  
To contribute to the findings might help address the gaps in the literature. This will also 
be a consideration for this study, based on the discoveries made in the interviews. Most 
important is to make a difference for this underserved group by providing opportunities to 
describe their experiences, which might inform transformative pathways to break the cycle of 
illiteracy. Cultural and social contexts of the struggling mothers seek to provide insights about 
literacy development in their settings. By studying citizens of this region, educational leaders and 
activists in other parts of the country may strengthen programs and approaches to infant language 
learning. Addressing the literacy crisis will help the mothers and children, communities, and all 
who suffer from the ill effects of illiteracy. Transformative leaders recognize the humanitarian 
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urgency for this study (American Civil Liberties Union, 2016; Kaye, 2005; Phillips, 2015; 
Rumberger, 2013; Sugrue, 2008).  
Critical Research Questions About Literacy Crisis 
Early infant development and well-being are important predictors in determining their 
success or failure in life. Research has found that illiteracy is often passed down from generation 
to generation, making it difficult to break the cycle (Thompson, 2016). Even worse, 
approximately one-fifth of those who drop out of school end up in prison. The poor and people 
of color are the most affected by illiteracy (Amurao & Smiley, 2016; Gilliam, 2005; Glaze, 2011; 
Khazan, 2014; Paulding, 2017). Therefore, the literacy crisis may be the most imminent social 
problem in America today. Parents, schools, government, the media, and law enforcement have 
not been successful in fully recognizing or resolving this complex problem. In fact, it is getting 
worse. Therefore, the critical research questions to be investigated by this study are:  
1. How do at-risk mothers describe their roles and responsibilities in supporting their 
children’s language acquisition and literacy development?  
2. Given limited time and resources, how do mothers model language development to 
enhance literacy skills with their children?  
3. What strategies do mothers use to ensure their children obtain preschool or early 
childhood education (ECE) and remain successfully enrolled? 
4. What advice do mothers offer other struggling mothers with literacy challenges? What 
help do they need? 
Conceptual Framework 
Intrinsic to the literacy crisis is the foundation of language acquisition and development. 
Psychologists, behaviorists, linguists, and educators continue to debate over the origins of 
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language acquisition. Is language based on nature or nurture? Is it as simple as mimicking 
parental language and behavior? Or is language based on children uttering their basic needs and 
their desire to receive approval and rewards by communicating those needs (Gilliam, 2005; 
Lemetyinen, 2012; McKay, 2017; Quinlan, 2016; Thompson, 2016). Research indicates a 
combination of many things contributes to language development, depending on the child and 
the circumstances. Regardless of the origins, it is essential to account for a child’s need to 
communicate and be understood before addressing literacy (Digotardi, Torr & Cross, 2008).  
Therefore, Language Acquisition Theory is one theoretical foundation of this study and primal to 
understanding literacy. 
Literacy development and language acquisition are processes that are studied within 
several overlapping fields: education, special education, educational psychology, 
communication disorders, and, more broadly, psychology. Understanding these processes 
is relevant to researchers, educators, school leaders, reading specialists, school 
psychologists, and, of course, families. (Allor, Al Otaibe & Folsom, 2015)  
The prominent theories within the realm of language acquisition theory have evolved within the 
twentieth century. From 1925 to the 1950s the Maturationist Theory of Arnold Gessell was 
based on reading readiness. Cognitive maturation was aligned with physical maturation to 
determine student literacy development. In the 1970s reading programs in many schools 
reflected the Behaviorist Theory where instruction was based on fast-paced, teacher-directed 
practices whereby children were taught by teachers who directed them to repeat words and 
sentences and model sounds, words, sentences, and behaviors. This practice is continued in some 
settings today and is more of a hierarchical approach based on scientifically derived methods. In 
the 1990s the Connectionists Theory came into the literacy arsenal by practitioners Adams and 
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Morris. Direct, explicit skills are predetermined based on the scope and instructed lessons. 
Benchmarks are anticipated according to age-appropriate learning standards along with remedial 
tutoring to help students keep pace. Alphabetic code, reading words, repeating words, identifying 
words, and the automaticity of words for reading and comprehension are instructed to help early 
learners develop language fluency. (Lilly & Green, 2014) 
Most important to the various language acquisition models that are particularly relevant 
to this study that focuses on at-risk populations are the Social Constructionist, Critical, Emergent 
Literacy, and Balanced Approach often used in early literacy development. The relationship 
between social context, culture, and literacy development are critical components of learned 
language by someone socially constructed as more knowledgeable—mothers, caregivers, and 
teachers. Vygotsky principles are thus highlighted:   
Adults scaffold, or support, children’s acquisition of language. This is because: (a) 
children construct knowledge from a socially mediated culture, (b) language is a key 
component of children’s appropriation of knowledge, (c) knowledge is constructed when 
adults support children’s development at appropriate levels, and (d) children acquire 
knowledge with the assistance of an adult or more experienced peer within a continuum 
of behavior called the zone of proximal development (Bodrova & Leong, 1996). It is the 
children’s cultural milieu in which they are raised. Children are not passivists. They 
reconstruct language as they learn and apply it making it their own. (Lilly & Green, 
2014) 
Social justice theory was selected to provide a meaningful theoretical framework for this 
study to better understand the literacy crisis from the perspective of single-parent mothers. It is a 
hybrid of justice theory (Friend, 2002; Jimenez, 2010; Mills, 1997) and a more developed form 
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of Rawls’ (1997) justice theory. Beginning with foundations in the social justice of Rawls (1971) 
and Toynbee (1976), social justice theory is well-positioned in the heart of the literacy crisis, as 
the focus of the study is on poor, at-risk mothers of infants whose options are limited by the 
cycle of illiteracy and access to resources (Khazan, 2014; Knowles, 2015). Social justice 
principles address the liberty, opportunity, resources, and rights due to all people in our society 
(Cahn, 2014). More emphatically, social justice proponents value “the fair distribution of goods, 
services, rights, and duties” (Jimenez, 2010, p. 141). “One need not be a doomsday prophet to 
suspect the continued survival of the human race depends ultimately on its capacity to see past 
purely selfish, parochial sources of motivation and to embrace what social psychologists refer to 
as ‘the justice movement’” (Jost & Kay, 2016, p. 1124). 
The social justice framework is used as a foundation to study transformative change in 
education, literacy and topics in the social sciences. Thereby, the use of social justice theory to 
frame this study proposes to create awareness and inspire action for a “specific social problem 
that needs to be solved” (Creswell, 2015, p. 578). In this case, the study focuses on documenting 
perspectives of single mothers of infants about their role supporting literacy development. Much 
is documented about the ill effects of poverty, health, and a child’s early development from 
health and education sources, but little is known from the perspective of at-risk mothers with the 
scarcest resources (Ekono, et al., 2016). 
The study explores the mother’s perception of her role and responsibility in her child’s 
literacy development. Within this study, it would be nearly impossible to ascertain or validate the 
conflict regarding the magnitude of the literacy crisis and the gaps in the findings where the data 
from the government, academic, commercial, and nonprofit sources do not agree. Census data 
does not account for undocumented residents, refugees, and the transient homeless poor. School 
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dropout figures do not include those who may have dropped out before entering high school. 
However, knowing that more than half of all students’ families live in poverty is the catalyst for 
choosing the social justice framework (Layton, 2015). In addition to the literature about the 
literacy crisis, there is also a need for “credible” first-hand data from the marginalized 
“subgroup” of at-risk mothers (Layton, 2015, p. 554). Interviews will be conducted in central 
Florida, by counselor referrals with at-risk mothers who volunteer to participate. 
Assumptions, Biases, Limitations, Significance, & Scope 
American educators, families, and government agencies have not been successful in 
properly addressing, qualifying, quantifying, or resolving the literacy crisis. Additional research 
on language acquisition can focus on introduction to literacy and the vital role a mother plays in 
her child’s literacy development. There is a vicious and repetitive cycle of generational illiteracy 
that has not been disrupted. Recognition of this cycle is an important step in addressing this 
pervasive social problem. Prominent education professor, policy diplomat, and author Russell 
Rumberger (2011), known for his work on literacy and the dropout crisis, clarifies that progress 
in the government system is slow and that more immediate measures must be taken.   
Mothers’ Perceptions About Child’s Literacy 
“The research on early childhood development consistently shows that the nurturing and 
teaching style of primary care givers at home and community programs have the strongest 
influence on children’s motivation and learning” (Ball, 2011, p. 37). This is why at-risk single 
parent mothers were engaged through primary research to discover their perceptions of their 
children’s need to thrive through literacy development. The study documented mothers’ 
assumptions about their role in children’s learning development, cultural influences, educational 
background, and learning perspectives. These elements “impact on early childhood experiences 
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on later learning, behavior, and health have converged to create a powerful argument for 
investing in programs to provide optimal conditions for children’s growth and development for 
early years before formal schooling” (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000, para. 1).  
Salient to this study about the literacy crisis is the need to research the mother’s 
perspective on her child’s literacy practices, as little is documented. The research shows that the 
mother’s level of education is likely the most important factor contributing to her child’s 
academic success and future progress.  
Better educated women provide better prenatal care; produce more full-term babies; 
provide better postnatal care, and this results in babies with fewer learning disabilities. 
Before going to school better educated women produce better children's health care; 
better cognitive, language, and preliteracy development; and better preparation for 
schoolwork. During the school years, better educated women produce higher 
participation rates in schooling; better management of homework; better advocacy for 
children’s education and negotiation of school/child conflicts; and they produce children 
who achieve higher levels of education and literacy. (Sticht, 2002, para. 6) 
A mother’s cultural background and family context influence her child’s reading levels and 
academic performance. It is promising that educationally disadvantaged homes with low-literate 
mothers are more inclined to exert positive influence on their child’s academic achievement 
when they are able to enhance their own literacy skills (World Class Instructional Design and 
Assessment, 2013).   
Definition of Terms 
Action Research: A method of research that is “collaborative” and interactive as a 
means of inciting involvement to bring about change, or social action. This is “especially 
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valuable to those involved in professional, organizational, and community research” to develop 
“localized solutions” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p.34). 
At-Risk: This describes an individual, group, population, or experiment that is in 
jeopardy (social, physical, emotional, intellectual, or financial) based on situations, inopportune 
timing, resource deficiencies, or other deficiency that impose vulnerability, abuse or weakness 
on the subjects (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Administration for Children 
and Families, 2011). 
Conceptual/Theoretical Framework: Often these terms, conceptual and theoretical, are 
used “interchangeably.” It is the method in which one “narrows” or brings “into focus” a 
perspective on a research problem to best capture the phenomenon under investigation (Roberts,  
2010, p. 130). It also “acts as a filtering tool” to “guide data collection, analysis, and 
interpretation of findings” (Merriam, 2001, p. 47). 
Early Intervention: From conception to age three are the most important developmental 
periods of a child’s life. It is the ideal time to focus on “cognitive, physical, communication, 
social or emotional, and adaptive” training. This involvement refers to newborns and toddlers up 
to 3 years of age (Center for Parent Information and Resources: U.S. Department of Education, 
2017). Early assessment for at-risk children provides the ideal opportunity for intervention, 
growth, and development. It also helps to minimize learning delays and maximize functioning, 
language and skills development. 
Equity: It is the fair distribution of resources, access, and opportunity for all based on 
need. It is not the same as equality which suggests all people have the same foundations, 
experiences, network of resources, access, and opportunities. Equity in the social sciences is 
about establishing fairness (Jimenez, 2010; Roberts, 2010). 
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ESOL-English speakers of other languages: According to educational standards of the 
U.S. Department of Education, ESOL is a status assigned to students with other native 
languages. 
Language Acquistion Theory: For the purpose of this study, language acquisition 
theory is a theoretical framework to bring meaning to the evolution of language as an acquired 
experience. “General cognitive processing” describes “how children can learn their first language 
without an excessive biolinguistic mechanism” (Lemetyinen, 2012). It is yet to be determined 
wether it is a naturally occuring instinct or a behaviorally induced experience or a combination 
of both. It is the process by which children use language to communicate.   
Literacy: The opportunity and accessibility to resources to read, write, and communicate 
openly and freely in the United States of America. This also includes digital communication via 
intranet and internet networking (Kaye, 2005).  
Poverty: The national standard for poverty status is based on an annual income of 
$11,670 or lower and slightly more depending on family size. “Poverty rates are highest for 
families headed by single women, particularly if they are Black or Hispanic.” The rates were 
determined in the 1960s by assuming a “family needed to spend one third of its income on food 
to sustain an adequate diet.” This ratio is no longer viable as rent and food costs have soared and 
salaries have dropped proportionately. More than half of all American school children families 
live at or below poverty. (Jimenez, 2010). 
Preschool-to-Prison Pipeline: This phenomenon is characterized as a “plague” affecting 
public schools across America. Children, most often poor African American and Hispanic, are 
expelled from school for “disruptive” behavior, many with learning disabilities, starting as young 
as preschool. If they are fortunate to get back into school, they often struggle with literacy issues, 
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poor performance, and low self-esteem, leading to dropping out of school and some eventually 
end up in the prison system. The earlier and longer their sentences in the detention centers, jails 
and prisons, the more likely they are to stay or become repeat offenders and return (Amurao, 
2016).     
Privatized Prisons: A private prison is a for-profit government agency that is funded by 
corporate sponsors. This type of prison was not legal in 20th century America, as it was 
considered unethical because profit incentives were neither in the best interest of the inmates 
who served time nor to the taxpayers who provided the funding. Private prisons are opportunistic 
for the corporate sponsors, as very low wages are paid for prison labor while the government 
pays for the overhead costs (True Activist, 2016).   
Policy: Policies are rules, government ordinances, and private regulations established to 
set forth guidelines to live by regarding the people served and the resources available. Policy 
analysis is “an opportunity to understand a policy in depth; uncover its objectives, both stated 
and unstated; link the policy to historical values and ideologies; and estimate its consequences in 
the terms of economic gains and losses as well as gains and losses of rights and privileges.” 
(Jimenez, 2010, p. 24). 
Phenomenological Study Method: A qualitative research method that gained substantial 
popularity during the 20th century through the notable works of German social scientist Edmund 
Husserl. Other notable phenomenologists include Moustaka, Smith, Flowers, Larkin, Kohak, 
Ponty, and Heidegger. Phenomenology features first-person experiences from participant 
interviews in a pure, natural, or intentional state of consciousness about a particular phenomenon 
or event. It is frequently used in the fields of education (literacy) and the social sciences. Special 
coding, bracketing, or phenomenological reduction, is used to highlight themes or nuances or to 
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help make assumptions, connections, or draw conclusions. Husserl states phenomenology “is the 
pure essence of a psychological phenomenon” (Frogstuff, 2011, p xx). 
Social Justice: The “fair distribution of goods, services, rights, and duties.” Social justice 
as a theoretical lens ensures that all, not just a small or elite group, will participate in the freedom 
and resources shared equitably (Jimenez, 2010, p. 9). 
Successful Enrollment: Successful enrollment means the student attends class regularly, 
participates in class discussions, completes all assignments on time, and maintains satisfactory 
progress in all subject matter, social interactions, and behavioral requirements. 
Virtue: Intended as moral virtue; “is concerned with the passions and actions” of others. 
Individuals of strong moral character and values will do moral good for the benefit of others and 
society. The foundations of this philosophy evolved with the early Greeks—Plato, Socrates, 
Aristotle (Cahn, 2014, p. 19)—and holds honor as a sacred responsibility, the underpinnings of  
transformative leadership. 
Researcher Bias  
The intention to conduct research while acknowledging one’s bias is guided by 
phenomenologist Moustakas regarding the researcher’s attitude as he states, “Presumably this 
person has set aside biases and has come to a place of readiness to gaze on whatever appears and 
to remain with phenomenon until it is understood, until a perceptual closure is realized” 
(Applebaum, 2013, para. 5). There is always unconscious or unintentional bias in any study, 
although the phenomenological method stringently requires that researchers abide by the 
protocol to obtain a pure and natural account from each respondent. The researcher did all in her 
power to recognize and overcome biases that might influence the study.  
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Limitations 
There are numerous limitations to consider when evaluating the study, because a single 
site may not yield a generalizable result. Assigning conclusions or trends found in the responses 
of this relatively small sample of volunteers to a broader audience of all at-risk mothers and 
infants may not be reliable. Accuracy of the researcher conducting the interview and recording 
the responses must allow for human error. This includes the possibility to misconstrue or 
improperly code the findings, or to unintentionally lead responses through subliminal or 
unconscious probes, like unintended nodding of the head or accidently tripping over words or 
word phrases. Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) advise the researcher to be aware of possible 
idiosyncrasies, physical, auditory, or psychological. For this purpose, it is suggested that a 
research team member or colleague review and discuss the appropriate coding of some of the 
recording and transcripts. Another issue is that the responses made by the respondents might be 
contrary to what the respondent intended to say or mean via unclear communication that could 
challenge the interpretation, as a respondent may have another cultural or dialectical meaning for 
her phrases when her primary language is not English. 
Significance & Scope 
Emergent literacy begins within the primary years of a child’s life starting with language 
acquisition development. Therefore, by understanding the roles, responsibilities, perspectives, 
and cultures of the most influential subgroup, infant children, at-risk mothers were interviewed. 
It is the guiding hope that it will shed light on the literacy crisis in America. It is significant 
because once the children of at-risk mothers become dropouts, it is probably too late to reverse 
the cycle (Amurao & Smiley, 2016; Callister, 2015; Gilliam, 2005; Knowles, 2015).   
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Researcher Background & Ethics 
Spending a lifetime in the nonprofit sector (PR, development, advocacy, media) and 
academia (teacher, curriculum designer, author, musical theater playwright, career coach) 
provided meaningful experiences working with organizations, missions, contributors, valuable 
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Conclusion 
The research to understand and expose the dimensions of the literacy crisis in America 
through a literature review and primary research with at-risk single mothers provided findings 
that may be used by educators and activists to effect change. The mothers are closest to the 
problem with the strongest potential to help guide their children’s literacy development (Lowry, 
2017). The research process sought evidence about “what is known as well as what is missing,” 
concealed, or denied “in the data” Creswell (2012, p. 3). This study has evolved from a presumed 
reading and writing problem to a more serious social justice issue affecting all of America. The 
findings validate the critical need for early education intervention as a preventive measure to the 
dropout crisis and avoidance of the preschool-to-prison pipeline (Broad Foundation, 2012; Gates 
Foundation, 2015; Thompson, 2016).  
The study generated a deeper understanding of a mother’s perspective on her role in her 
child’s language acquisition and literacy. This study enhances awareness, validation, 
encouragement, and empowerment for improved literacy practices by those individuals most 
affected by the literacy crisis with this study being conducted in central Florida. The study has 
the potential to be replicated in other settings. The upcoming chapter will elucidate relevant 
research and provide the evidence to support the theoretical frameworks in more detail. The 
justification to conduct a phenomenological study with at-risk mothers of infants is articulated in 
the literature review and provides insights for the framework for the study in Chapter 2. The 
approach for the study is also in alignment with the researcher’s background and interest 
(Creswell, 2015). Chapter 3 describes the phenomenological methodology and showcases its 
ideal compatibility with the social justice theoretical framework.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
In embracing the literacy crisis, it is prudent to heed the wisdom of Ravitch and Riggan 
(2012): “The process of wading through—and making meaning of—the fields that relate to and 
frame emerging research helps determine what is already known about these fields and what is 
missing” (p. 30). The research to understand and expose the literacy crisis in America unveils 
substantial evidence about what is known as well as what is concealed or missing in the data. 
Topical research findings about young children’s literacy development validate the critical need 
for early intervention as the precursor to mitigate illiteracy. Illiteracy and low literacy contribute 
to poverty and the preschool-to-prison-pipeline. The literature review identifies the greatest at-
risk populations and explores some recent policies that might affect literacy in America (Broad 
Foundation, 2012; Gates Foundation, 2015).   
Creswell (2012) prepares scholars for the inevitable: “research changes during the 
process of research to reflect an increased understanding of the study” (p. 43). It provides 
enlightenment to get to the root cause or effective methodology to stimulate change. It has 
evolved from a presumed reading and writing problem to a more serious social justice epidemic 
which justifies a subsequent phenomenological study to gain pure, rich data from those most 
affected according to Husserl (Groenewald, 2004).  
The literature demonstrates how poor populations are marginalized by lack of literacy, or 
robust language acquisition, which sustains cycles of poverty and impacts the economy, national 
security, and contributes to America’s rapid decline in educational ranking among developed 
nations of the world (Amos, 2008; Broad Foundation, 2012; Khazan, 2014; Rumberger, 2011 & 
2013). This data comes from authors, professors, social workers, scientists, civil rights activists, 
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reporters, and educators to show how the literacy crisis is particularly devastating to African 
American and Hispanic single-parent mothers with infants, further segregating and marginalizing 
them. When poor literacy affects individual prosperity and limits access to socially just 
opportunities, America suffers (Haskins, 2011; Ekono, Jiang, & Smith 2016).  
This literature review also demonstrates how the literacy crisis is linked to poverty, poor 
health, early death, unemployment and underemployment, social injustice, the struggling 
economy, and the criminal justice system. The conclusion section creates a bridge between the 
literacy crisis to the need for a qualitative phenomenological study of at-risk mothers grounded 
in tenets of social justice and language acquisition theories informed by the findings in the 
literature review. 
Historical Background on Literacy & Democracy 
Before delving into the rudiments of language acquisition and the literacy crisis in 
America, it is essential to understand that literacy and freedom of speech are human rights. In 
1776, the founding father of American democracy, Thomas Paine, inspired these principles. His 
vigorous influence promotes “freedom, equality, and democracy” as well as the “dignity of man” 
(p. 48). Literacy is central to the constitutional rights of each American seeking liberty (literacy) 
and justice for all. Paine ridicules the royal arrogance of colonialists/elitists. He is depicted as 
“an opponent of the concentration of power and authority” by both the left and right. Ironically, 
Paine was the true founder of democracy and provided concepts essential to the Constitution. His 
pluralistic ideals influenced and stimulated Washington, Jefferson, and Franklin, but were less 
well-regarded after America was founded. Not until more contemporary times was Paine 
respectfully appreciated for his radical thinking that helped form this nation and its government 
(Kaye, 2005, p. 10). Paine may be the most important founder of transformative leadership in 
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America. Literacy is the embryo of such thought and action. Literacy is a right, as is it a right of 
all children to acquire language, become literate, and prosper in the world. Literacy is a human 
right of democracy, a gift of freedom and love. It gives voice to the unspoken, language to the 
downtrodden, and joy to the world (Broad Foundation, 2012; Brooks, 2012; Friere,1973; 
Paulding, 2017; Sugrue, 2008). 
Historian and University of Pennsylvania sociologist professor Thomas Sugrue (2008) 
proclaims the following is required to transform America: in addition to raising awareness about 
exclusion and utilizing grassroots activism, “it is necessary to organize politically from both 
inside and outside normal electoral channels. The history of civil rights activism is inseparable 
from that of the national, political, or economic level” (p. xxiv). Similarly, in public affairs work 
of American government, a problem is analyzed from the inside perspective of those directly 
affected as well as from the outside. Those involved in media and government influence policy 
decisions (Public Relations Society of America, 2016). Franklin Delano Roosevelt, John 
Fitzgerald Kennedy and Martin Luther King are heralded by Sugrue (2008) as the most 
prominent civil rights leaders of the past fifty years. It is important to note that social justice 
theories that consider race, gender, and justice were prominently used by the many authors cited 
in this literature review.  
Language Acquisition Begins at Home 
Literacy starts with the acquisition of language. As such, language “is commonly defined 
as an organized way of combining symbols in order to communicate” (Lao, 2017, para. 1). “At 
birth, human infants tend to be attracted to the sound of the human voice, especially their 
mother’s” (Lao, 2017, para. 4). “Research shows that the words a young child uses—her 
vocabulary—is related to later school success.” Infants with large vocabularies at only two years 
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of age will have greater success upon entry into kindergarten in subjects including math, reading, 
and even behavior (DaSilva, 2017, para.1–2). “Many psychologists estimate we learn about 
35,000 words a year between our first birthday and before we are 30” (McKay, 2017, para. 10). 
At one, infants speak single words. At two, they communicate two-word phrases or sentences. 
Then, language development continues depending on the child, culture, environment, and 
circumstances.  
The Impact of Speaking to Infants 
The Hanen Centre reported on a recent early childhood literacy study conducted in 
Atlanta with over 100 participants to highlight the most critical elements of language 
development and acquisition. Both the quality and quantity of a parent’s speech has a huge 
impact on their child’s development. According to this study, the amount of speech directed 
toward their children influences their vocabularies. When infants hear a variety of words from a 
variety of caregivers beyond only names and things—such as description words, action words, 
greeting words, locations, and questions—there is a tremendous impact on their language 
acquisition. Other vital practices for a child’s language development include using “parentese” 
which is when words are highly exaggerated, animated, repeated, spoken slowly, and 
enthusiastically spoken using many gestures. Finally, and perhaps most beneficial to infant 
literacy development, literacy techniques are learned not so much by overhead graphics or 
parking a child in front of a televised media program, but by playful and sensitive interactions 
and activities between children and their parents and caregivers (Lowry, 2017, para. 1–7).    
How Language Is Acquired 
There are differing opinions on how language is acquired. “Long before children enter 
kindergarten, fundamental language and emergent literacy skills are formulated” (Manz, Hughes, 
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Barnabas, Bracaliello, Ginzberg-Block, 2010, p. xx). This is why early intervention is critical. In 
fact, a preschool child’s learning assessment will predict his or her likelihood of middle school 
success or failure (Manz, et al., 2010). There are opposing views on how literacy skills are 
developed. Pioneer behaviorist B. F. Skinner (1957) argued that children learn language based on 
positive reinforcement generated by utterances or sign language used in return for rewards. For 
example, a baby says “milk” and gets a bottle of milk along with a smile or cheer of 
encouragement from the mother who taught the child the word and its association with the bottle 
of milk.   
A divergent view comes from one of the world’s leading linguists, Noam Chomsky 
(1965), who believes in the constructionist point of view, that the mechanics, formation of 
words, pronunciation, grammar, and phonetics of language are required for proper language 
development beyond behavioral development (McKay, 2017). Age is also a factor in language 
development, known as the critical period hypothesis (DiSanto, 2012): the older one becomes, 
the more difficult it is for language acquisition. This highlights the need for early intervention 
with very young infants before the critical period expires and creates awareness of the greater 
challenges faced by adult learners who have low literacy skills. Family culture heavily influences 
language acquisition. For example, families of color are less likely to have the resources 
available and propensity to read to their infants, limiting early literacy development within the 
already compromised at-risk population (Manz, et al., 2010). 
How Babies Learn 
Experts in the Human Development Center at Cornell University state “Infants are 
learning about their language well before they speak their language” (Kopko, 2007, para. 2). 
Marianella Casasola, Ph.D., of the Center, dedicates her research to three major topics: 1. “How 
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do babies learn? 2. How do they develop language? 3. How do the two intersect?” (Kopko,  
para. 2) Language and learning are based on “coherence” in a baby’s world and how they 
“develop abstract concepts, generalize information from one situation to another, and form 
categories” (Kopko, para 3).  
Infants learn language according to a highly organized set of rules containing five 
systems: phonology (in linguistics this is the phonetics of sound), morphology (the sound 
of language), syntax (the units of meaning in the language), semantics (the way words are 
ordered in sentences and phrases), and pragmatics (the set of rules for language use in 
different contexts). The meanings of words or actions may differ across languages and 
vary according to what’s relevant to a baby’s native language. (Kopko, 2007, para. 8) 
As vital as language development and literacy are, there are approximately 32 million census-
documented adults who are illiterate according to government sources. This means they cannot 
read or write and are seven times more likely to live in poverty according to the U.S. Department 
of Education and the National Institute of Literacy (Strauss, 2016). Literacy, as the essence of 
language use and education, often determines a person’s success or failure in modern life 
(DaSilva, 2017; Paulding, 2017). Literacy has the power to establish hope, progress, and 
freedom, especially for the oppressed (Freire, 1996). 
Social Justice & The Literacy Crisis 
This section focuses on the social justice aspects of the literacy crisis. It covers literacy 
and economic disparity, discrepancies found in the data calculations, school attrition information, 
dropout facts, crime and civil rights, and incarceration of dropout offenders.   
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Literacy & Economic Disparity  
Over half of American children live in poverty (National Center for Children in Poverty, 
2015). The children and their single-parent mothers are the most directly affected (Layton, 2015; 
Ekono, et al., 2016; Haskins, 2011). The poverty with literacy problem contributes to poor 
health, malnourishment, early death, increased criminal activity, reliance upon government 
funded social services, unemployment/underemployment, school drop-outs, and a decline in 
America’s international education ranking as a developed nation. Poverty and illiteracy are 
difficult trends to break for future generations (Knowles, 2015; Thompson, 2016). 
The editors of the Early Childhood Quarterly (2010) conducted a review through 
descriptive and meta-analysis and determined that there are relatively few empirical studies done 
for at-risk, culturally diverse, and disadvantaged populations and more is needed (Manz, et al., 
2010). In addition to the personal and social oppression suffered by the at-risk population, there 
are consequences to the economy due to the dropout crisis. This includes rising costs of child 
care, medical care expenditures, and additional costs to the criminal justice system. It impedes 
economic growth for struggling mothers making it nearly impossible for upward mobility. 
African Americans and Hispanics continue to fall into “downward mobility,” missed rent 
payments, utility disconnections, unstable child care assistance, lost jobs, and having to move 
frequently due to evictions, unsuitable living conditions, convenience to work/school/child care 
and/or to move in with friends/relatives/shelters.   
Frequent moves to other residences is one of the most critical impediments contributing 
to the school dropout rate (Tobey, 2012; Tully, 2012). “Childhood poverty costs the U.S. about 
$500 billion a year,” per the National Center for Children in Poverty (2016). School dropout 
patterns create a productivity trap. For example, an African American family is 1/10 as likely as 
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a white family to prosper in the American economy. The American Dream is more difficult than 
ever to accomplish. The decline in upward mobility affects the entire population across all 
demographics, documented since the early 1920s (Atkinson, Picketty and Saez, 2011; National 
Center for Children in Poverty, 2016). Furthermore, the top one percent of the economy is 
substantially and disproportionately more economically fruitful than any other sector. 
Outdated Calculations & Justice  
Discovered in the literature are conflicting data about the literacy crisis. Census data 
alone are arguably incomplete and outdated and do not account for the hundreds of thousands of 
nonregistered citizens. Only legal residents are surveyed, according to the Pew Research Center 
(Leiseca, 2015). For example, a Washington Post editor stated that Tampa-St. Petersburg had the 
highest homeless population in the country (Hirschkorn, 2012; update). Homeless populations 
are not represented in census data and considerable data are missing, as census data mentioned 
no such statistic. Hundreds of thousands of homeless, nonresidents, and aliens are neither eligible 
nor participating in the census where the data are derived according to the Pew Charitable 
Foundation (Leiseica, 2014).   
Discrepancies in Data Limits Resources  
In researching the literacy crisis in America, floodgates of disbelief, disgust, pain, fear, 
anger, enlightenment, and tragedy explode (Henry, 2007; Sugrue, 2008; Hood 2011; Lewis, 
2014). When governmental leaders and some media fail to divulge a true account of the rapidly 
increasing numbers of individuals of low literacy and income who need help, it further 
marginalizes at-risk populations, and prevents insights into the root cause(s) of the problem 
(Hood, 2011; Lewis, 2015: Tobey, 2012; Sugrue, 2015; Snyder, 2000).    
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When data are improperly calculated it is impossible to address social service needs, 
especially literacy and education. The poverty standards for household income and methodology 
was established in the 1960s when America was most thriving, and these formulas no longer 
work. For example, the old systems allow for approximately 1/3 of family income to be used for 
food expenses. Today expenses are higher, wages are lower, and nearly half the cost of a 
household’s monthly budget is used for food (Brooks, 2012; National Center for Children in 
Poverty, 2014). 
These assumptions about household expenses cause a distortion of classification and 
prevents social service funding streams needed for education, human and social services, and 
allocates limited resources toward beautification and tourism enhancement projects like building 
new museums or parking lots (Johnson, 2015).  
Literacy & School Attrition 
American citizens have the most discretionary income in the world and the highest 
incidence of childhood poverty as well as a declining educational status based on the number of 
high school and college degree holders throughout the world (Amos, 2008; Layton, 2015). 
America is failing children who continue to drop out of school (Broad Foundation, 2012; Gates 
Foundation, 2015). Some suggest it is due to the need of elite private sources to profit from the 
despair of the at-risk at the expense of American taxpayers (Amurao, 2016; Atkinson, Picketty & 
Saez, 2011; Snyder, 2000). Many have lost faith in whom to trust to lead needed changes (Lewis, 
2014; Tobey, 2012; Tully, 2012; Rumberger, 2013). 
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School dropout facts  
• Reading is “the cornerstone” for which literacy is founded. 
• There are 7,000 dropouts per day, 1.2 million per year (equivalent to the entire 
population of Dallas or San Diego).  
• The states with the highest dropout rates are Georgia (58%), South Carolina (55.6%), 
Louisiana (54.7%), New Mexico (54.1%), and Nevada (45.4%). These numbers do 
not include middle school dropouts or those of illegal (unaccounted for) alien 
students.  
• The states with “dropout factories” in which certain schools consistently have more 
dropouts than graduates are Texas (256), Florida (205), and Georgia (153). 
• The segment of the U.S. population with the least education is also the fastest 
growing.  
• The least federal dollars are expended to support at-risk middle school students versus 
the appropriations to support prekindergarten and postsecondary schools only. High 
school dropout calculations are based on those who start high school and do not 
include those who never started high school. 
• There are 1 in 100 students per year that will drop out and end up in prison. (Amos, 
2008; ACLU, 2016)  
Crime, Literacy & Civil Rights 
America spends three times more tax dollars to fund the incarceration of a dropout than 
to educate and rehabilitate him or her (Callister, 2014; McFarland, Hussar, de Bray, Snyder, 
Wang, Wilkinson-Flicker, Grebrekristos, Rathbun, Barmer, Mann & Hinz, 2017). It is a huge 
and growing $212 billion industry (Aizenman, 2008; Amurao, 2016; Moore, 2015; Peterson, 
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2016). Some dropouts continue to return to prison, 75% are drug dependent, and most are 
African American and Hispanic. Nearly 80% are serving time for nonviolent crimes. Many are 
placed in privatized prisons (ACLU, 20016; Glaze, 2011; Hunt, 2015; McFarland, et al., 2017) 
which were considered unethical in the 20th century.  
Incarceration facts 
• The U.S. has the largest population in the world of prisoners, per capita.   
• The state spending on corrections topped $49 billion in 2007. It was predicted to 
continue to escalate to 50% more by 2011. Instead it more than quadrupled.   
• In 2008, 75% of America’s inmates were dropouts.  
• Most of America’s social service healthcare goes to school dropouts.  
• Half of all African Americans and 40% of Latino students will drop out of school as 
compared to 11% of white students. (Amos, 2008; Broad Foundation, 2012)  
Again, disparity exists in the reporting of this data. Often the populations of color who 
are most frequently affected by low literacy and are also most likely to end up in the criminal 
justice system have few studies that specifically target them, as little is known or reported. Thus, 
it seems traditional studies focus on broad populations instead of these populations most affected 
(Sticht & McDonald, 1990). 
Literacy, Poverty, and Single-Parent Mothers 
At-risk single-parent mothers are featured in this section of the literature review. The 
literature includes low literacy and poverty, at-risk population indicators, access to equity, 
mothers of young children in deep poverty, and poor children of immigrant parents. 
Illiteracy and poverty pass from generation to generation creating an ever-evolving crisis: 
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It’s cyclical, beginning before children enter school and continuing through graduation, 
when children in poverty read at levels four years behind their wealthier peers—if they 
are not among the 8,000 students who drop out every day. These children become 
parents, who statistically never catch up. (Rasco, 2017, para.6)  
Low Literacy & Poverty 
Poverty claims 83% of children whose parent(s) had less than a high school education. 
It’s the same destiny that belongs to half of those who hold a high school diploma or GED. The 
outcome is a category called “deep poverty” (Ekono, Jiang, & Smith, 2016), a new subgroup of 
segregation, degradation, desperation, and discrimination. “Low levels of parental education are 
the primary risk factor for being low income” (Ekono, et al., 2016). The next risk factor for 
economic hardship belongs to single-parent families, most especially to African American and 
Latino families. Finally, another risk factor belongs to those of immigrant parents (58% as 
compared to 35% white families are at greatest risk). In these families, the average annual family 
income is often half of the declared poverty level standard. 
Illiteracy and poverty are often synonymous. When an average family of three survives 
on a family income of less than $9,276 per year, it poses deep-rooted problems and long-lived 
threats to health, wealth, and prosperity (Ekono, et al., 2016). Living in poverty causes sickness 
and early death. It affects one in every six Americans (Khazan, 2014). The national poverty level 
for an individual is one who survives on under $11, 670 per year. This creates a highly stressful 
lifestyle. This may be deadly to a sick infant and devastating to an expectant mother.  
At-Risk Population Indicators 
Life expectancy, infant mortality/morbidity, chronic and infectious disease rates, and 
low-birth weights are frequently correlated to a poor person’s health condition, making them 
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50% more susceptible to illness. Poor nutrition, substance abuse, mental anxiety, and depressive 
disorders are strong possibilities for poor families and struggling students. When an at-risk 
mother is sick, hungry, malnourished, and worried about survival, the likelihood is great that the 
same conditions will pass on to her children, affecting their academic and behavioral 
performance. Disease care, not health care, has inexcusably become one of America’s most 
booming businesses (Britt, 2015).  
America continues to have one of the most expensive health care systems in the world, as 
well as one of the least effective in preventing disease or increasing healthy lifestyles. Heart 
disease, diabetes, cancer, and smoking-related illnesses are out of control (Britt, 2015). At-risk 
populations suffer the most (Child Trends, 2016). American diets and lifestyles are fad and fat 
friendly. Processed foods have become daily staples. Americans are reportedly eating themselves 
to death. It is estimated that it costs the average person $1.50 per day more to eat a nutritious 
meal than to eat a nonhealthy diet (Khazan, 2014). Free and reduced lunches for poor students 
may be their only nutritious meal of the day. Despite the harsh opposition of the Affordable Care 
Act from adversaries like the Rand Corporation, “most of the newly insured are working poor 
families who couldn’t previously afford health insurance and people with preexisting conditions 
who were previously ‘uninsurable’ or priced out of insurance (Obama Care Facts, 2016).” Had 
they been unemployed or disabled, they would have been eligible for Medicaid or Medicare. Any 
policy “that sounds great in theory often fails under conditions of field implementation. The 
implementation process has a life of its own. It is acted out through large and inflexible 
administrative systems and is distorted by bureaucratic interests” (Bardach, 2012, p. 42). 
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Poor Access to Resources Creates Inequity 
The research findings expose political impediments to proper access to resources and 
civil justice (Hood, 2011; Sugrue, 2008). It is not educational inopportunity, such as schools, 
teachers, or literacy instructional techniques that create the most prominent obstruction to equity 
(Potts, 2014, para. 1). Some argue limited resources are controlled by the political elite who 
appear to display no or limited compassion for the underserved (Anfara & Mertz, 2006; Jimenez, 
2010; Teachout, 2015). The bottom line is “children raised in poverty are much less likely to 
have their emotional and developmental needs met than their more affluent peers” (Jensen, 2009, 
p. 9).  
Data derived from the U.S. Census Bureau, National Center for Children in Poverty 
(2015) indicate at-risk poor children frequently come from at-risk, under-age, non-high school 
graduating mothers. As the education levels increase, poverty rates decline, indicating a direct 
correlation between poverty and literacy. There is no significant difference reported between 
poor children with one or two parent(s) living in the household. 
Mothers of Young Children in Deep Poverty 
In poor families, the children hit hardest are the youngest—43% are under the age of 6 
and 37% are over age 6 (Potts, 2014). Another critical factor is that the U.S. developed standard 
for measuring poverty was established in the 1960’s, in which the “official poverty statistics are 
deeply flawed” (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2016). The nation does not provide the 
resources and assistance needed to serve poor working families. For a family living in poverty, a 
typical struggle may include running out of food, late payments to creditors, and frequent change 
of residence. Also, due to highly mobile families as a result of poverty, it is difficult to calculate 
them in census data. The mobility rate for families of poverty and the struggle to eat and survive 
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takes precedence over educational needs and participating in a census survey (Leiseca, 2015; 
Knowles, 2015). Relevant and meaningful policies cannot be written or enforced if the 
information is void or incomplete about student families in crisis (Tobey, 2012). 
Poor Children of Immigrant Parents 
Twenty-seven percent of children with immigrant parents live in poverty (Census Bureau, 
2013). Florida state data (Census Bureau, 2013), consistent with national data (National Center 
for Children in Poverty, 2014) reports no significant change in childhood poverty from 2000 to 
2013 in Florida at 16%; the national average remains at approximately 19%. However, the 
narrative report (Barnett & Carolan, 2013) from the National Center for Children of Poverty 
(2014) shows a significant increase in poverty in Florida from 2000 to 2013 and the rate 
continues to rise. The Pew Charitable Research Foundation (2014) reports that Florida is one of 
seven states nationwide to have a significant increase in undocumented illegal residents (Leiseca, 
2015).  
Preschoolers and Literacy 
In this section of the literature review, the literacy data will be broken down into 
subthemes that occur under the preschoolers’ literacy category: cognitive development factors, 
access to education, mother’s language and culture, and policies and programs for literacy 
development. This will provide a foundation for the conceptual framework and conclusion.  
Cognitive Risks of Young Children 
“Poverty and hunger can harm a child’s cognitive behavior” and “they have to be able to 
read well to be able to learn” (Potts, 2014, Foreword). Children of poverty are more likely than 
their affluent peers to suffer “deficits that inhibit the areas of new brain cells, alter the path of 
maturation, and rework the healthy circuitry in children’s brains, thereby undermining emotional 
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and social development and predisposing them to emotional dysfunction” (Jensen, 2009). These 
children are also most likely to experience “more stress due to loneliness, aggression, isolation, 
and deviance in their peer relationships,” which ultimately causes “future struggles in marital and 
other relationships” in later life (para. 9). 
Access to Education 
Prekindergarten children, ages 3 and 4, are provided schooling in a government funded 
program, yet may be expelled if they are unable to keep up with their peers or socially adapt to 
the behavioral expectations (Gilliam, 2005; Fettig, 2011). Should teachers be prepared or 
required to handle serious behavior problems of a troubled student or is behavioral intervention 
necessary between the parent and child (Phillips, 2015; Watz, 2011; Ostrosky, et al., 2011)? A 
child’s single-parent mother may not have the capacity to assume full responsibility for her 
struggling child/student if she is also experiencing social, economic, or literacy hardship 
(Knowles, 2015).   
Mother’s Language, Literacy, and Culture Inspire Leadership 
Literacy is modeled, taught, and learned. Families, friends, leaders, upbringing, spiritual 
foundation, communities, environment, culture, education, and lifelong experiences influence a 
person’s character. This is essential as “credibility” determines the “trustworthiness,” “validity” 
and “reliability” of our work (Merriam, 2009, p. 234). Literacy has the potential to be life-saving 
and transformative. Literacy made it possible for great leaders like Aristotle, Socrates, Plato, 
Leonardo da Vinci, Mother Theresa, Gandhi, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, Helen Keller, 
and Doctor Seuss to thrive. 
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Policies & Programs to Support Literacy Development of Young Children 
At-risk families may have opportunities to benefit from literacy bills and policy 
legislation to help effect positive change (Bardach, 2012). Here are some of the most 
current/relevant policies underway: 
Stallworth & Price: HB5111 & HB5144—2013. These two bills are called “tie-barrel” 
because, despite the $4 billion investment in K–3 in Michigan, nearly 1/3 are not proficient in 
reading. Similar programs went into effect in a majority of U.S. states focusing on early 
intervention, parental notification, interventions and tutoring. This is based on the critical nature 
of early intervention needed for literacy. Retention of the student is the last resort. 
Literacy Coalition Policy: HR3765—2012. Nearly half of all unemployed workers in 
Florida do not have high school diplomas and are receiving unemployment insurance. If enacted, 
this program will require all participants to be enrolled in and making satisfactory progress in 
continuing education program to receive benefits. 
National Conference on State Legislatures—Washington, DC—2015. Council 
member Grosso prohibits suspension or expulsion of prekindergarten-age children from publicly 
funded pre-K programs.  
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)—2017. This act promotes early learning standards 
be imposed to enable districts to improve early learning for all children, including those with 
disabilities, adhering to Head-Start (nonregulatory guidance that emphasizes the outcome 
framework) (U.S. Department of Education, 2017, para. 2). 
Impede “Gateway Hemorrhaging” Bill—2017. Due to 70% of at risk preschoolers 
having disabilities or special education needs, (Barnett & Carolan, 2013), schools and pre-K 
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programs should require early assessment and intervention tools at all preschools with highly 
qualified teacher specialists to implement them (Inspired by Amos, 2008). 
Diplomas for Time Bill—2017. This bill requires young adult offenders to complete 
their high school diplomas while serving time. If they are released before the diploma is 
completed, require satisfactory progress and completion with penalty of probation until it is 
completed. The additional provision is that no social service assistance or financial government 
support will be available to the offender without educational progress. 
Effective Literacy Programs 
It is relatively easy to find peer-reviewed and scholarly articles about best programs in 
early literacy; however, it is  nearly impossible to detect one without discovering bias. It appears 
government, academic, corporate, and nonprofit sectors tend to favor and sponsor their own 
sources. For example, the highly acclaimed nonprofit research organization, the RAND 
Corporation, apparently participates in biased practices: “the interpretation of the results far 
exceeds the normal bounds of inference, thereby suggesting that the authors had a policy 
commitment that shaped their handling of the material” (Hanushek, 2000, para. 31). Therefore, it 
seems plausible to focus on practices that are featured as effective across a wide variety of 
sources who provide emergent literacy services instead of exclusively earmarking only one or a 
few programs in early literacy.  
Learning to engage in reading experiences that are pleasurable is made easier when those 
experiences are fun, enjoyable, and interesting to infants and toddlers, and which actively 
engage the children in the reading experiences as they become increasingly enthralled by 
books and stories. (Dunst, Simkus & Hamby, 2012, para. 1) 
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Public and private literacy programs and organizations are becoming more prevalent as 
the literacy crisis, the “overlooked epidemic,” continues to escalate (Rasco, 2017). In addition to 
reading clubs, book clubs, library reading circles, community mentoring, and senior volunteer 
programs, there are myriad tutoring programs and nonprofit social service organizations that are 
available for struggling infant families. Museums, recreation and culture centers, as well as 
online resources provide literacy help and outreach to families in need. Here are a few of the 
most successful initiatives: 
Literacy programs for at-risk children. The Children’s Literacy Foundation (CLIF) 
“provides inspiring literacy activities, support, and new high-quality books to children from low-
income families and to other children who are at-risk of growing up with low literacy skills” 
(CLIFonline.org, 2017). Each child participant selects two brand new books of their choice, as 
research indicates that 61% of low income families have no children’s books at home. The 
Foundation also provides onsite libraries and parent seminars to nonprofit organizations and 
parent groups who model storytelling and the joy of reading. Use an author name if there is one, 
check APA for format of citation. 
The Peer Tutoring Literacy Program. It is a drop-in literacy program founded in 
Vancouver, Canada (1994) and run by parents, volunteers, and administrated by founder/teacher 
Mary Chipman from the Lord Tennyson Elementary School. The focus of the group is to help at-
risk children and parents achieve reading fluency, socialization, and self-esteem (Chipman, 
2006). 
Writing the Wrongs: Invest in Literacy Now—67 Successful Literacy Programs in 
35 Countries. This is a global campaign for education literacy is for adults. Highlights of 
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this program “show what policy makers and practitioners should do” and it believes in 
five compelling reasons for adult literacy: 
1. Reducing gender inequality 
2. Adult literacy is critical for healthy development and education of children 
3. Literacy is vital to human and economic development 
4. Fighting AIDS 
5. Adult literacy programs work (Archer, 2006, p. 19) 
Parent Partners Program. “It is commonly acknowledged that parents are the child’s 
first teacher and primary influence in academic achievement” (Leal, Mourer & Cunningham, 
2002, p. 128). Therefore, activities that inspire parents reading with children are important. In 
Portland, Oregon, the Kelly School brings parents and teachers together once a month to support 
literacy development. The program includes preparatory examples of reading at home, activities 
to augment the reading practices, learning projects from home, and books at home. One of the 
most popular of the programs is the “Family Stories” where parents are guided to work together 
with their children weekly on exploring and creating documented family histories together. 
Reading Recovery Program. Designed by Marie Clay and introduced to the U.S. in the 
mid-1980s, first grade students get one-on-one tutoring by specially trained teachers for 30 
minutes per day in addition to their traditional classroom instruction. The success generated from 
this model has been the foundation for many of the American literacy programs. The activities 
will include: 
1. Reread two or more familiar books 
2. Reread new books from yesterday and take a running record 
3. Letter identifying and word making  
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4. Writing a story 
5. Introduce new books 
6. Cut up a story and rearrange it 
7. Attempt to read a new story book (Leal, et al, 2002). 
Student tutor program. Cross-age peer tutoring shows remarkable results for both the 
older student tutor as well as the younger student peer. Positive socialization, attitude boosting, 
and other benefits are enjoyed. This activity is appropriate for any formal or casual setting. 
Variations of this program have also been performed by seniors in community-based or 
retirement home settings with great success (Leal, et al., 2002). 
Florida Department of Education: Early learning website. The Florida U.S. 
Department of Education features the Office of Special Education programs funded center for 
early learning. The data center links early childhood research to resources for schools and 
communities. The DASY Center is for children with programs that prioritize inclusion for 
children with disabilities. Other data resources include the Center for the Integration of Idea 
Data, Common Education Data Standards, and the Privacy Technical Assistance Center 
(Reading Rockets, 2017). 
Harvard University’s Lead for Literacy Program. A literacy consulting series has 
been created by The Language Diversity and Literacy Developmental Research Group, 
sponsored by the Harvard Graduate School of Education. One-page, research-based briefs and 
memos are designed to assist policy-makers and early literacy leaders in creating effective 
“solutions and strategies for scalability and impact” in improving literacy laws and programs. 
Formulas are presented to prevent common mistakes in literacy practices for children 0 to 9 
years of age (Lesaux, 2012, para. 1). 
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Characteristics of Effective Literacy Programs 
There are many effective literacy programs—government, academic, corporate and 
nonprofit—to help at-risk families engage in positive learning experiences. The most effective 
ones serve parents and their child, as “parents are the child’s first teacher and primary influence 
in academic achievement” (Leal, et al., 2012, p. 128). These programs are performed through in-
school programs, library programs, institutional programs, community-based programs, 
mentoring programs, online programs, home-based applications, and a combination of 
modalities. Literacy and language development programs that include positive group learning 
and socialization activities help prepare infants-toddlers for functioning in real-world settings 
and make an excellent foundation to enhance student families in later school success. One of the 
effective programs cited, located in central Florida, has been selected as an ideal study site for 
this research study based on these principles.   
The Literacy Crisis Warrants Further Investigation 
After carefully analyzing the literature review, it is prudent to continue further 
investigation of the at-risk single-parent mothers of infants. Indicators for at-risk individuals 
include infant mortality rates, low birth weights, low income that is below or at poverty level, 
malnourishment, high probability of chronic and infectious diseases, poor education, and an 
increased propensity toward mental illness and anxiety disorders (Ekono, Jiang, & Young, 2016).  
Because this research study took place in central Florida, it is important to know that Florida is 
one of seven states in the U.S. to have a significant increase in undocumented illegal residents. 
The Rutgers University Graduate School Study says Florida has one of the largest and most 
rapidly growing population of at-risk preschool children in the entire nation (Barnett & Carolan, 
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2013). This is troubling, as only legal residents are counted in U.S. Census data, making it 
difficult to properly plan and provide for all citizens. 
Conceptual Framework 
The literacy crisis is multifaceted and difficult to fully portray. The conceptual 
framework identified for this study provides a logical, sequenced, and rigorous structure “to 
explore research topics and themes” (Ravitch & Riggan, 2012 p. 136). The research findings 
illustrate that language acquisition is the gateway to literacy. The relationship of literacy to 
poverty and social justice is the main theme underlying the study. There is a need to connect the 
“paradigms that explain the research issue and the actual practice of investigating that issue” 
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 89). Then, subthemes will be examined, one by one, to support a 
more thorough investigation. These include literacy as it relates to language acquisition, family 
cultures, attitudes about language development, and interaction between mother and child to 
ensure the child’s success. The review presents findings that illiteracy is a life-threatening 
impediment, social disease, and can be used as weapon of power, abuse, and manipulation.  
The conceptual framework is based on the role of the mother in language acquisition of 
young children. This study is based on the assumption that language acquisition is the basis for 
human development and communication (Digotardi, et al., 2008; Lemityinan, 2012). Literacy 
development occurs within the larger community and society. It is also important to connect the 
literacy crisis in America and the need to activate positive renewal for struggling families who 
are most affected by it (Davidson, 2011; DePaolo, 2009; Tully, 2012). This is how the moral 
theory of social justice was conceived as the other essential framework for this study (Bloomberg 
& Volpe, 2012; Friend, 2002; Mills, 1997; Jimenez, 2010).  
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Social justice is a more developed form of Rawls’s (1997) justice theory (Cahn, 2014) 
and stands for the liberty and rights due to all people in one’s society. More emphatically, social 
justice is concerned with “the fair distribution of goods, services, rights, and duties” (Jimenez, 
2010, p. 141). This study exposes the crisis more fully by examining mothers and young 
children’s literacy development and offer clues to engage and ignite a threshold for change.  
“All growth spreads outward from a fertile and potent nucleus,” per the wisdom of Lao 
Tzu in his brilliantly adapted work, Ripple Effect (Heider, 2014, p. 107). By focusing this 
literature review on the literacy crisis in a large urban center such as one in the Southeast, light is 
shed on this critical social issue that affects the nation and the world. The literature provides the 
foundation to challenge the literacy crisis and generates recommendations to support parents 
from the moment their child is conceived and language is acquired. The early intervention years, 
0 to 3 years old are critical. Someday, may all citizens, rich or poor, of all ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds, aspire to greatness through spoken, written, and digital language. Literacy has the 
power to inform, persuade, inspire, educate, enrich, comfort, defend, and ignite the imagination. 
Literacy can change lives and the world. 
Generational cycles of illiteracy are a reflection of the ill effects of poverty, societal 
injustice, and the challenges to survive amid a turbulent political and economic environment. In 
the most severe cases it may lead to incarceration (approximately 1 out of five dropouts), 
manipulation, and even physical and psychological abuse (Peterson, 2016). 
The research findings illustrate that robust language acquisition is the foundation to 
emergent literacy. Thus, there is a need to connect the “paradigms that explain the research issue 
and the actual practice of investigating that issue” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 89). The 
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review presents findings that illiteracy is a life-threatening impediment, social disease, and 
weapon of power, abuse, and manipulation.  
It is important to connect the literacy crisis in America to the need to activate positive 
renewal for struggling families who are most affected by it (Davidson, 2011; DePaolo, 2009; 
Tully, 2012). This is how the moral theory of social justice was conceived as the other essential 
framework for this study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Friend, 2002; Mills, 1997; Jimenez, 2010). 
Social justice is a more developed form of Rawls’s (1997) justice theory (Cahn, 2014) and stands 
for the liberty and rights due to all people in our society. More emphatically, social justice is 
concerned with “the fair distribution of goods, services, rights, and duties” (Jimenez, 2010,  
p. 141). Hopefully, the study will expose the crisis more fully and offer clues to engage and 
ignite a threshold for change. By serving at-risk populations, society is served, and America 
thrives. 
The specific aim of scholars who use this phenomenological method in education 
research is to explore in-depth descriptions of phenomena by those directly experiencing it. It is 
described to provide a “true” and “pure” qualitative view untainted by the empirical world 
(Groenewald, 2004).   
Context & Rationale: Reading, Writing, & the Literacy Crisis 
The mounting research about the literacy crisis is mind boggling, disconnected, 
incomplete, and inconclusive, yet the crisis leaves many Americans disenfranchised. It appears 
that American social scientists, scholars, government officials, law enforcement representatives, 
and educators agree there is a literacy problem; however, the data are conflicting. There is no 
specific approach to defining it, a lack of accuracy in accounting for those directly affected by it, 
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and a failure to resolve it. It keeps getting worse. (Amos, 2008; Broad Foundation, 2012; 
Rumberger, 2011; Tully, 2012). This provides the opportunity to engage in qualitative inquiry.  
The sociocultural and economic underpinnings to literacy are pervasive. America has had 
a continual and rapid decline since WWII from the world’s first to 28th place in the educational 
ranking among developed nations. The dropout crisis, stemming from the literacy crisis, 
devastates and deprives the would-have-been scholars, heroes, scientists, and hopeful 
transformative leaders, and holds America back from progress (Gates Foundation, 2015). Thus, 
literacy may be the most critical social problem affecting America today (Rumberger, 2011). The 
literature review will explore, define, and dissect literacy as the offspring of language and 
culture. It will also present the literacy crisis as an emergent social problem. Discovering what 
current authors, experts, educators, community leaders, historians, journalists, and policy makers 
disseminate about literacy reveals clues and insights to establish the theoretical framework for 
the study. It will empower the subsequent phenomenological study with at-risk mothers most 
intimately involved in the literacy crisis. Per the teachings of phenomenologist Hycner (1999,  
p. 156) “the phenomenon dictates the method,” not the other way around. This allows for a free-
flowing discussion without a contrived agenda or forced interview so “realities are treated as 
pure phenomenon” per Husserl (Eagleton, 1983, p. 55). 
A mother has the most immediate access to teach and influence her infant child. Thus, it 
is meaningful to observe and analyze the data and phenomena using language acquisition. This 
framework will be adapted, in part, from the California Department of Education in Sacramento, 
on the infant/toddler language curriculum development framework (Lolly, McGuire-Fong, & 
Mangione, 2012). “The framework is based on current research on how infants and toddlers learn 
and develop in four domains: (1) social–emotional, (2) language, (3) cognitive, and  
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(4) perceptual and motor development.” (Lolly, et al., 2012, p. v). The other framework for this 
study is social justice theory. From language development to the access of education and the 
human right to be literate will provide the foundation to help illuminate this study. Social justice 
theory is predicated on the equity of wealth, resources, and opportunity in a pluralistic society. 
This is relevant as at-risk mothers of poverty are pinpointed by the research to be the most 
marginalized by the literacy crisis.  
Because “similarly to oppressed ethnic groups, women experience and construct the 
world differently than men” (Jimenez, 2010, p. 141). First-person reflection on natural 
experiences, events, and occurrences surrounding the phenomena of affected mothers of infants 
will be united with the enlightenment that there is disparity and injustice relating to many of the 
subjects to help bring a deeper awareness of the problem and discover a mother’s perception 
about her role in her child’s literacy development (Moustaka, 1994).  
Conclusion 
Mothers must become leaders in guiding their child’s language and literacy development. 
On the educational journey to develop a meaningful and multifaceted literature review about 
literacy, a dichotomy was discovered. Literacy belongs both to language acquisition and 
emergent literacy, as well to human rights and freedom of speech. The chapter began with the 
history of literacy as a staple to democracy. How infants learn to communicate and thrive in a 
language-centered environment was also examined. The mother’s role in this process is 
paramount. Other data in the review included the discrepancies reported about the literacy 
epidemic in America between scholarly, government, and private sources. This brought 
awareness to its complexity as well as depth to its tie to poverty, the preschool-to-prison pipeline 
and social injustice. Single-parent mothers and literacy, the dropout crisis, school attrition, deep 
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poverty and preschoolers, access to education, political policies affecting literacy, and effective 
literacy programs were also explored. It became evident to focus on mothers’ beliefs about their 
roles and responsibilities in their child’s literacy to influence breaking the cycle of illiteracy, 
poverty, and social injustice. A qualitative homogeneous phenomenological study is therefore 
prescribed with at-risk mothers. Findings will portray their experiences, roles, and perceived 
responsibilities with their child’s literacy development. Up to this point, little is known from 
mothers about this topic (DaSilva, 2017; Knowles, 2015). 
Just as scientists suggest there are cures for the worlds’ diseases in the earth, so too might 
the resolutions for the literacy crisis come from the mothers who are most closely affected. 
Mothers have the most immediate opportunity, power, and influence in their child’s educational 
progress to prevent academic failure through early intervention to shut down the life-altering 
cycle of illiteracy (Kopko, 2007; Lowry, 2017; Thompson, 2017). The mothers’ input may lead 
to solutions for the school dropout crisis and hopefully help to bypass the preschool-to-prison 
pipeline. The relevant topical research came from speeches, documentaries, journal articles, 
books, peer-reviewed papers, websites, media, philosophies, life experiences, ethics, and policy 
briefs. The literature reveals the literacy crisis as an imminent social problem requiring 
immediate attention.  
Evolution of Frameworks 
Appropriate theoretical frameworks were revealed through prominent authors, 
colleagues, mentors, and experience (Roberts, 2010; Creswell, 2015; Rohr, 2002; Shapiro & 
Gross, 2013; Northouse, 2016). Originally, Critical race and Elitism versus pluralism theories 
(Anfara & Mertz, 2006) were identified as more exacting frameworks to define this study. 
However, in order not to offend participants or compromise already fractured and delicate 
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political alliances (Anfara & Mertz, 2006), the kinder and broader lenses of Language 
acquisition and Social justice theories were selected.   
Language Acquisition theory, modeled in part after the program used by the California 
State Department of Education, is focused at the root of child development and supports how a 
child learns and communicates language. “The framework is based on current research on how 
infants and toddlers learn and develop in four domains: social–emotional, language, cognitive, 
and perceptual and motor development. It presents principles for supporting early learning, a 
planning process, and strategies to assist infant/toddler care teachers in their efforts to support 
children’s learning from birth to age three” (Lolly, McGuire-Fong, & Mangione, 2012). Social 
justice theory was chosen to help confirm the need for a phenomenological study method based 
on the prevailing data. Both theories strategically enhance the understanding of the literacy crisis 
and help to gain natural insights through the experiences of at-risk mothers facing the literacy 
crisis and social justice issues (Groenewald, 2004; Jimenez, 2010).  
The father of American Democracy and “Common Sense” contributor to our constitution, 
Thomas Paine, championed for liberty, which surely includes literacy, and justice for all. He was 
vehemently against slavery, elitism, and social injustice (Kaye, 2005). Martin Luther King 
proclaimed, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere,” (1960s March on 
Washington). The march for American literacy is just beginning.  
The evidence in the literature findings support the need to continue the study. The 
literature research demonstrates that illiteracy is an epidemic that affects all. It also repeatedly 
unveiled the controversy over the data. Population calculations are allegedly missing, as 
homeless, pre-high school dropout data, homeless poor and unregistered citizens are not counted 
in the U.S. census. Data are also conflicting between government and private sources reporting 
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different numbers on the populations involved. This makes a case for doing a qualitative study, 
as there is no reliability in the conflicting and incomplete quantitative data, only possible trends. 
Chapter 3 will focus on the methodology to be used for the phenomenological qualitative study. 
By gaining insights from those most intimately involved in the literacy crisis, there is hope for 
new understanding, recognition of the problem, and transformation.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 
At-risk mothers’ life experiences, education, family background, and community 
influences offer clues and insights that address the literacy problem. The literacy crisis 
phenomenon is often cyclical. It is a vicious epidemic and is difficult if not impossible to change 
from generation to generation (Amurao, 2016; Ekono, 2016; Khazan, 2014; Knowles, 2015). 
This cycle poses an ongoing threat to the at-risk mother and her child (Rasco, 2017; Rumberger, 
2011). It also diminishes America’s progress, prosperity, and leadership ranking among 
developed nations of the world (Amos, 2008). Mothers are a primary influence on language 
acquisition and literacy development for their infant children (Kopko, 2007; Lowry, 2017; Manz, 
et al., 2010). Therefore, a qualitative phenomenological approach (Creswell, 2015) framed in 
language acquisition and social justice theories was used in this literacy study, seeking to 
describe what mothers do to help their children become literate. 
The goal of the phenomenological method is to generate a description of “pure 
consciousness,” of the true experience in the phenomenon of “living the life.” This methodology 
seems especially appropriate as it captures the essence of “being there” as an at-risk mother. Per 
the origins of this phenomenological method, originally presented by Husserl from the late 
nineteenth to the early twentieth century, there was a lack of faith and trust in the government 
and community (Groenewald, 2004, p. 156). Ironically, a similar state of the union may also 
prevail today (American Civil Liberties Union, 2016; Beckert, 2014; Teachout, 2014), made 
evident by data recording and reporting irregularities between government, academic, and 
private sources (Amurao, 2016; Lewis, 2014). Therefore, dual frameworks were applied through 
the theoretical lenses of language acquisition (Kopko, 2007; Lemetyinen, 2012; Lowry, 2017) to 
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use the experience and culture of the struggling mother and social justice theory (Jimenez, 2010) 
to position her point of view from the sociopolitical backdrop of contemporary America in 
addressing the literacy crisis. Again, following are the critical research questions investigated by 
this study:  
1. How do at-risk mothers describe their roles and responsibilities in supporting their 
children’s language acquisition and literacy development?  
2. Given limited time and resources, how do mothers model language and literacy skills 
with their children?  
3. What strategies did these mothers use to ensure their children obtain preschool or 
early childhood education (ECE) and remain successfully enrolled? 
4.  What advice do they have for other struggling mothers facing the same challenges? 
What help do they need? 
Study Site Region: Central Florida 
Central Florida, like many growing communities across America, is home to some of the 
most at-risk populations in the entire state and country (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, Department of Children and Families, 2017). It is home to the most significant 
metropolitan areas within Florida, and the location of the study site is composed of large urban 
centers, dozens of smaller cities, and three counties. It is a large metropolitan statistical area 
(MSA) in Florida with a growing population of over 3.4 million and one of the top 20 major 
markets in America. It is projected to grow to over 4 million by the year 2020.  
This region in central Florida has a diverse population of slightly over half white, almost 
a quarter black, a quarter Latino, and 3% Asian, as well as a growing international community. 
Although there are gaps and discrepancies in the demographic data, it is reported by the U.S. 
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Census that over one million Florida families live in poverty. The Center for American Progress 
(2015) reported that Florida has over 19 million residents with over 3 million living in poverty 
and a quarter of those are children. There is also a rapidly growing population of undocumented 
citizens (Haskins, 2011; Leiseca, 2015). CBS Reporter Phil Hirschkorn (2012) said “[this] 
metropolitan area has the nation’s highest homeless rate of 16,000 and that one in five are 
children.” There are 65 homeless shelters in the largest city. Demographic data reported by the 
census only accounts for legal residents and not undocumented or homeless. The county and 
major city hold the second largest public-school district in the entire country. In the heart of this 
growing metropolis is poverty, homelessness, illiteracy, and at-risk families struggling to survive 
(Johnston, 2015).  
Participants/Sample: Central Florida Nonprofit Preschool Organization 
The study site is one of 49 incorporated nonprofit preschool centers in central Florida. 
The nonprofit preschool organization selected for this study was chosen because of its reputation 
to be one of the largest and most effective programs in the region to engage at-risk mothers and 
their children in child care and literacy programs. The programs featured include group 
socialization activities to help prepare students’ families for school success via emergent literacy 
programs. The researcher had previously collaborated with this organization on a community 
education project where the Juvenile Welfare Board had recommended their participation. The 
nonprofit organization specializes in child care, family support, and literacy programs to help 
prepare student families for school readiness. 
Using professional case worker referrals from the organization, a sample size of 8 to 12 
at-risk mothers was identified to participate, per Creswell (2015). The actual study used 10 
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participants of similar demographic traits, thereby purposive sampling was conducted (Creswell, 
2015).  
Study Participants’ Selection & Procedures 
At-risk mothers were recruited based on the following criteria: they needed to be 18 years 
of age or older, residing in central Florida, having an income level at or below the federal 
poverty level ($11,670), have a 0 to 3-year-old child, be fluent in English, and be willing to 
participate in this voluntary literacy study.   
Pilot Sample 
The first research interview served as a pilot sample to test the interview questions and 
procedures. The pilot interview was conducted at the center determined by the executive director 
to be the most conducive to the study and population sample needed. Two additional interview 
questions evolved as a result of the pilot interview and were later approved by the research 
advisors to be added because the mothers’ advice on how to help other struggling mothers and 
assist them in their child’s literacy development aligned with the purpose of the study. That 
interview was transcribed, reviewed, discussed, and approved by the research team. The 
remaining nine interviews were then scheduled and conducted. All ten interviews were included 
in the analysis. 
Purposive, one-on-one, semi-structured (Merriam, 2009, p. 89) interviews were 
conducted to allow participants to share their demographic profiles as well as stories of their 
lives, learning, teaching, parenting, coping, and leadership perceptions, experiences, and 
expectations. Each interview was approximately 45 minutes in duration and was held in the 
allocated space provided by the preschool center where respondents and their children were 
participating. Techniques in transcendental phenomenological studies were inspired by the late 
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Clark Moustakas (1994), as more of a humanistic, therapeutic approach to the Husserlian 
method (Giorgi, 2013). The researcher endeavored to gain participants’ trust through the 
establishment of effective active listening techniques frequently used in qualitative academic 
research, medical and therapeutic counseling, and business focus group studies (De Boer, 2017). 
This technique helps to create rapport between the interviewer and the respondent and helped to 
establish a respectful, validating context for the study. This approach includes using a warm and 
friendly voice intonation, assuming excellent eye contact, restating problems for clarity, giving 
feedback, validating comments, pausing to allow participants to gather their thoughts, probing to 
investigate a comment more thoroughly, and summarizing as regularly as possible (Grohol, 
2017; Louw, Todd, & Jimekorn, 2006). An example of this could be, “I understand what you are 
saying, please give another example of that.” The listener engages the participant with sincere 
interest to learn what they desire to share via validation and gentle probing. This respectful 
technique normally generates enthusiasm by the participant to elaborate and they often feel more 
inclined to be open and detailed.  
Professional Standards & Accountability to Conduct Research 
In working toward the development of a dissertation (Roberts, 2010) professional counsel 
of research advisors, colleagues, mentors, and field experts was solicited to share a common goal 
to effect change (Creswell, 2014). This was done by taking a compelling social stance, a 
theoretical framework that aligns with values and experience and research that informs methods 
to serve society (Merriam, 2009). Not only does it help to address the problems faced, but it will 
also “confront problems which have never yet been successfully addressed” (Fullan, 2001,  
p. 15).  Greek philosophers Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates founded government principles based 
on virtue and moral character that continue as an excellent foundation for contemporary studies 
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affecting literacy in America (Edinger, 2013; Boylan, 2016). The researcher works diligently to 
uphold these values. The social justice philosophy emphasizes that it is a human right to be 
literate, as was promulgated by Thomas Jefferson and Horace Mann of a society where 
“everyone has an equal chance at a good education” (Collins & Halverson, 2009, p. 144).   
Data: Participants’ Experiences with Literacy 
The goal of the study was to connect relevant topical research with the problem in its 
“purest form,” as described by at-risk mothers “experiencing the phenomena” (Husserl, 1859–
1938 & Groenewald, 2004). The data gathered to document participants’ experiences was needed 
to provide scarcely known views and insights from at-risk mothers about their child’s language 
and literacy development.  
Data Collection 
The choice to conduct phenomenological interviews with mothers at the study site was 
based on the experience of researcher Thomas Groenewald (2004) who studied qualitative 
methods for seven years before initiating his study using phenomenology. Although there are 
numerous perspectives on the characteristics phenomenology, the style that seems most 
conducive to this study population of at-risk mothers is the method employed by Clark 
Moustakas (1994) that is known to generate pure and honest data through open-ended questions, 
probes, and by generating a trusting rapport with the respondent. The data collection included 
sound recordings and notes to “elicit useful data” (Louw, et al., 2006, p. 71). Four types of field 
notes were collected (Groenewald, 2004): 
Observational notes. Bailey (1996) emphasizes using all the senses when making notes. 
Particularly when working with populations who may have limited or low literacy skills, their 
expressions, gestures, and even possibly the behaviors witnessed (especially toward their child at 
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the center where they are dropping off or retrieving their children from class) may reveal 
interesting findings. Sensory stimulated responses and behaviors that are noted during the 
interview may offer clues beyond language alone. For example, a mother may cry when she 
recalls her own learning experiences to open a potential floodgate of relevant literacy 
connections that might help her understand her own language acquisition practices to apply with 
her child. She could recall a song her mother sang to her in her native language that demonstrates 
hand gestures in time with the music as it is sung, “this is my hand, it is special because God 
made it.” This could conceivably tie culture to linguistics, and possibly even meaning. 
Theoretical notes. The researcher attempts to derive meaning from related themes or 
ideas discovered that relate to other participant experiences on a recurring basis, or topical 
research themes, and will be coded in theoretical notes accordingly. In this study the theories are 
language acquisition/language development, and social justice. Theoretical notes may include a 
mother’s likes, dislikes, lifestyles, challenges, cultural standards, and behaviors that may inform 
the emergent language and literacy development theory. The mothers who speak English as a 
second language may discuss ethnic pride in teaching their children language through songs and 
gestures. Also, the social justice theory provides a lens to examine comments made by at-risk 
mothers. For example, poor mothers of color may experience homelessness and exhaustion 
which may trigger responses of overwhelming stress or oppression.   
Methodological notes. These are cues noted by the researcher as a prompt to remember 
certain related techniques or instructions to improve the fluidity of the experience for the 
participant. This is a type of prompt, perhaps an arrow, which may be written on the actual 
questionnaire to be used by the researcher of the study to remember a good place to pause or 
probe more specifically about certain responses. Another example of this may be a set up cue, an 
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asterisk or check mark at the top of the questionnaire, to remind to researcher to inform the 
respondent in advance of the interview of the recording method and equipment that will be used 
so they are not afraid, unaware, or surprised by it. It may also be highlighting the finished 
respondent’s questionnaire with a specific color marker to indicate that the respondent has 
multiple children, is homeless, is in drug treatment, or is a high school graduate, which might 
create the need for further probes during the interview or notations to look for commonalities 
between responses of mothers with the same characteristic.  
Analytical memos. At the end of the day, notes are generated by the researcher that 
provide a timely progress review of data captured. These are the overviews or initial perceptions 
by the researcher based on the respondent’s total input including behaviors observed, analytical 
themes, and interesting trends, hints, or findings. The purpose for analytical notes is a way to 
keep the initial responses fresh in the mind of the researcher for potential coding purposes. It 
may be a comment like “the respondent is noticeably exhausted, loving, positive, disturbed, 
stressed, unkempt, or excessively late.” 
Active listening. The researcher also used an active listening method during the 
interview process that has been known to enhance the rapport between the researcher and 
respondents as a qualitative research tool. It is also believed that it helps to generate a richer 
response from the participants whereby carefully implemented probing questions to deepen 
responses along with the validation of respondent comments warrant more thorough feedback 
(Louw, 2006). This was done by asking the respondents to describe what they meant by their 
answers or asking them to clarify their statements. It was also done by simply repeating the 
answers given by the mothers as a validation/clarification technique. It may be effective in 
yielding meaningful responses for future phenomenological studies. 
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Data Explication: Qualitative Phenomenological Study 
Creating heightened awareness for literacy generated by the important role a mother 
plays in her child’s language acquisition and development may help provide new pathways for 
eventual transformation of this perpetuating crisis. At-risk mothers of infant children were 
respectfully engaged to share their natural feelings and experiences regarding literacy in this 
phenomenological study. In addition to gaining important knowledge from this most vulnerable 
population, there is genuine hope the findings enlighten other struggling families by contributing 
to the body of research. The purpose was to describe a mother’s engagement in her child’s 
emergent literacy activities. Also important is the social justice of providing a voice for 
struggling mothers to contribute their perspectives on this pervasive, recurring literacy problem. 
Research author John Creswell describes the merits in using a qualitative study:  
Qualitative approaches allow room to be innovative and to work more within researcher-
designed frameworks. They allow more creative, literary-style writing, a form that 
individuals may like to use. For advocacy/participatory writers, there is undoubtedly a 
strong stimulus to pursue topics that are of personal interest—issues that relate to 
marginalized people and an interest in creating a better society for them and everyone. 
(Creswell, 2008, p. 19) 
Other guidance comes from renowned phenomenologist Clark Moustakas (1994) who stated, 
“the lessons I have learned in the process are primarily about the process of life itself and the 
possibilities for change that emerge are when persons adhere to perspectives based on 
commitment, wholeness and caring” (p. 174). The mother’s point of view may become 
actualized, as active listening has been successfully practiced by academics, social scientists, 
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psychosocial counselors, and medical practitioners with positive results (De Boer, 2017; Grohol, 
2017; Louw, et al., 2006).   
The Science of the Analytical Method 
The researcher would not pre-assign coding categories or themes until the interviews 
were completed and transcribed in order to prevent preconceived notions, hunches, or bias. 
According to phenomenologist Husserl, “pure phenomenology is the science of pure 
consciousness” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 11). Phenomenology may be traced back to Kant, Hegel, 
and Vandenberg, but Husserl, 1859–1938, was known to be the “fountainhead” of the method in 
the twentieth century (Groenewald, 2004, p. 155). Therefore, it would be inappropriate to 
predetermine the themes and outcomes to be induced by the study. Also, according to Hycner 
(1999) “the phenomenon dictates the method” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 156). The purity of the 
revelations must stay intact as intended. Only “realities are treated as pure phenomena” 
(Eagleton, 1983, p. 55). Contemporary phenomenologist Hycner (1999) warns analysts: 
The information obtained during the phenomenology study must be in the form of data 
explication verses interpretation: The term analysis is to be avoided because it usually 
means a breaking into parts, but explication implies investigation of the constituents of a 
phenomenon, while keeping the context of the whole. Since phenomenology is concerned 
with the essence of an experience from the perspective of the participant, “keeping the 
whole intact should not be easily dismissed as trivial to the process.” (Frogstuff, 2011, 
para. 1) 
Structuring the Interviews for Coding 
Due to the nature of the qualitative investigation, special efforts were made to ensure the 
coding is “responsive to the purpose of the research,” to genuinely attempt to answer the research 
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questions; “exhaustive,” to include all data relevant for the study, “mutually exclusive,” whereby 
a unit of research may fit into a single category; “sensitizing,” in that the naming of the data is 
sensitive for its categorical assignment as well as meaningful to an outsider reading it; and 
“conceptually congruent” or in alignment with the elements categorized (Merriam, 2009, p. 185). 
Two additional interview questions were added to the study that emerged during the initial pilot 
interviews: What advice is needed for other struggling mothers about their children’s literacy? 
What help might they need? The findings in these spontaneously developed questions during the 
pilot made it necessary to also add a new research question to the study.  
Collection Procedures 
A printout questionnaire of the 17 original interview questions (with two spontaneously 
added questions) was used by the researcher along with a miniature recording device that was set 
up at the conference table for each interview and remained in view in the “on” position 
throughout each session. All answers were sound recorded in their entirety. Handwritten 
responses were notated on the interview question form along with the respondent-selected 
pseudonym written on the top of form. The researcher had the respondents assign their own 
pseudonyms in alphabetical order which also corresponded with the chronological order in which 
they were collected. The written responses were reevaluated by the mothers after their interviews 
were conducted by the researcher reading their responses aloud to check for accuracy. The line-
up included: Amy, Beth, Cali, De’Asia, Eriana, Felecia, Gigi, Helen, Iris, and Jade. The 
interviews were scheduled over a three-week period commencing in October through November 
2017, with the first interview serving as a pilot. Ethical guidelines were followed according to 
the requirements of the Internal Review Board (IRB). The subsequent interviews were set up 
over three additional days with two-session interviews per day except for the final day, in which 
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there were three sessions. The director at the interview site who scheduled the interviews did not 
provide the names of the respondents to the researcher, nor did she have access to their self-
assigned pseudonyms. 
Transcription and Coding 
All data was transcribed by the researcher within twenty-four hours of each interview 
session. First, the recorded data was reviewed several times and checked against the written 
notes. Then, an interview transcript was produced in a Microsoft Word document that was made 
for each interview and electronically filed in a temporary, but secure cloud location, labeled with 
each pseudonym. The digitally recorded data was erased upon the completion of the transcribed 
material.  
Data Types 
This data collected included general demographics as well as responses and related 
comments to interview questions. A master transcript was made for each interview and 
highlighted by designated colors for theme identifiers with letters—F for family-related 
responses (blue), C for community- related responses (orange), E for education-related responses 
(green), L for language-related responses (yellow), and R for problematic or challenging 
responses (red). All responses to questions were written out next to their corresponding number 
on the interview questionnaire. A master inventory of all data, both demographic and narrative-
thematic, was abbreviated and entered in an Excel spreadsheet. Then, smaller subthemes were 
graphically drawn and charted using Microsoft tables, smart graphics, and smart ads according to 
observed trends, repetition of ideas, and comparative analysis across all data sets—demographic 
and narrative. A coding table was then orchestrated drawing out the most critical findings.  
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Clarity of Findings 
As research expert Merriam (2009) describes, “it should be clear that the categories are 
abstractions derived from the data” (p. 181). Due to the overlap of some of the findings in the 
problematic or challenging theme areas, one of the research advisors suggested demonstrating 
the assets and the challenges of both the family category and the community category, rather 
than have the challenges (or obstacles) stand alone as a separate entity, to address the overlap 
and avoid confusion. This became a macro view of the data. The other research advisor 
suggested going back to the raw data for further investigation to seek a new or different thematic 
strategy. As always, the research findings were analyzed based on carefully considering the 
research questions. Merriam (2009) refers to this as having categories or themes that are 
“responsive (answers) to the research questions” (p. 184). In qualitative analysis it is customary 
to reevaluate the findings with the purview to change or adjust the coding, themes, and analysis 
over a period of time to bring new clarity and to be certain that the findings are in “alignment” 
with the purpose of the study. This became a micro view of the data. It was illuminating to 
follow the advice of both research advisors. This allowed a broader, outside (macro) view of the 
findings from the mothers’ community-based perspective as well as an inside (micro) view from 
the mother’s family-based perspective. By focusing on the roles of at-risk mothers in their 
child’s literacy and language development, the critical relationships (or roles) the mother 
assumes with each key audience (again, as already defined, family-based and community-based) 
allowed for more comprehensive discovery of the subthemes.  
Demographics 
The baseline data gathered for this study included demographics relating to the mother’s 
age, education level, living arrangements, family heritage or ethnicity, family education levels, 
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family ties to other relatives, languages spoken, number of children, and the children’s ages. An 
identity table of participants was made to demonstrate names (pseudonyms), ages of mothers, 
number of their children, and the children’s ages (see figure 2, p. 76). Also, an ethnicity of 
participants graph was created to show the representation of the population for literacy research 
audiences (see figure 3, p. 78). 
Narrative Data 
The narrative data is composed of general comments, responses to questions, advice and 
opinions made by the mothers regarding their related family heritage, communities, faith-based 
and/or academic role models, teaching and learning activities, living arrangements, and 
relationships contributing to literacy in their households. Both the positive aspects and 
challenging influences and practices affecting their roles and responsibilities assumed in their 
child’s language and literacy were discussed in the recordings and transcribed. 
The 19 interview questions were abbreviated for simplicity and arranged in an Excel 
spreadsheet to help identify emerging themes, trends, comparisons, and contrasts of the data. A 
master Mother’s Profile coding table was drawn adapting a Microsoft template and using data 
from the most significant findings (including both demographic and narrative information) with 
letter abbreviations for education level, parent’s education level, languages, and other 
characteristics (see appendix H, p.143). Color themes were originally created with color markers 
on the interview questionnaire form and then adapted into a Family and Community Influences 
and Obstacles chart (see figure 5, p. 86) (interpreting blue for family, orange for community). 
The final step in analyzing the transcripts was to reduce the family and community relationships 
essential for literacy development. The purpose of this step was to understand the mothers’ roles 
and responsibilities which address the overarching research question: Mothers’ Relationships 
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Affecting Literacy chart (see figure 4, p. 85). Although this was a final step in the analysis, it was 
placed in the third figure position in order to show a logical flow from micro analysis to macro 
analysis in the next chapter along with the findings.  
Family and Community  
After the demographics were charted, spreadsheets were completed, and tables and 
figures were documented, the data was analyzed for trends, recurring themes, and patterns. The 
family and community influences and obstacles were coded and assigned during the interview 
and transcription process; however, it was initially problematic to define the obstacles in an 
appropriate way. There was overlap with both the family and community in the obstacles 
encountered by both groups. To remedy this, obstacles were later assigned to both family and 
community categories instead of its own independent category. Therefore, the decision was 
made, on the advice of the research team, to demonstrate the influences and obstacles in the 
family and the influences and obstacles in the community.  
Participant Rights 
The study center where the research was conducted was determined by the executive 
director of the organization. Permission to conduct the study was granted by the research 
organization and the IRB review board of the University of New England. The study participants 
were prequalified by the preschool directors and counselors based on the mothers’ income level, 
status as a single-parent mother of an infant child, and their willingness to voluntarily participate 
in the study. Within the guidelines administered by CITI Programs for researching human 
subjects, the organization representative as well as each participant was asked to approve the 
study procedures. A carefully prepared script was provided by the researcher and used by the 
case workers to recruit qualifying mother volunteers for the study. Pseudonyms were selected by 
  
67
each respondent to replace their names for the protection of their privacy. Sound recordings were 
coded with the same pseudonyms (never names or identifying information) and dated to organize 
the data as collected. The researcher maintained a private and secure location for all notes, digital 
data, and recordings. Only the researcher and IRB had access to the raw data. Data were 
destroyed or erased after they were transcribed. Again, the respondents were given the 
opportunity to withdraw from the study at any time, for any reason at their discretion. The 
mothers were also provided with copies of the consent form that included the names and contact 
information of the researcher, lead advisor, and IRB should they have any questions or concerns. 
Once the results were transcribed, the researcher contacted the mothers (respondents) for a 
review of the data for accuracy before completion of the final publication for the sake of their 
individual and civil rights for protection, to the extent made possible by the law. 
Once the mothers were informed by their case workers of this study and they volunteered 
to participate, the researcher was directed to visit the study site to meet with the site center 
director to arrange the interview schedule. The researcher conducted the interviews at a time 
convenient for the mothers. This took place at the end of the day before the children were picked 
up from their preschool class at the program facility. Each session began with a brief discussion 
about the interview. An informed consent notice was presented to each participant before the 
interview. The consent forms contained why the study was being done, who would conduct the 
study, and highlighted the main questions to be asked in the study. Also, the costs, benefits and 
potential risks associated with the study were presented. The risks were reportedly minimal to 
none due to the nature of the voluntary study. Measures were put in place for the participants to 
contact the researcher, lead advisor or IRB director with any concerns or grievances should they 
occur or need to be addressed.  
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Potential Limitations 
The greatest risk in phenomenology studies is the presence of bias throughout the 
analysis and interpretation, as is true with any qualitative study. Generalizing was avoided, by 
not assuming the phenomenon experienced by one, or a few, of this small study of participants 
would apply to all or similar at-risk populations over a broader audience. Phenomenologist 
Armstrong (2010) discusses the disadvantages: for example, researcher subjectivity can be 
perceived as limiting the reliability of the findings. While mitigating researcher bias can be a 
challenge, recognition of such bias is part of the method.   
The sample size is small, making it difficult to assess if it is truly a typical sample. 
Potential participants may not have been able to fully communicate and express themselves in 
English if it is not their native language. However, although a few of the participants spoke 
English as a second language, there was no apparent communication or interpretation issue 
recognized during the sessions.   
The researcher was careful to ensure the interview questions were presented in a slow and 
thoughtful manner, allowing good eye contact, warm and friendly intonation, open body 
language demonstrating interest, and paraphrasing or rephrasing sentences as needed for absolute 
clarity and understanding. On numerous occasions, the respondent’s answers were repeated back 
to the mother to ensure their responses were accurate (Louw, et al., 2017). 
The nature of a social justice framework is delicate to implement, as human subjects are 
being interviewed, which may offend protected citizens without the intention to do so. Very 
careful procedures, language, terminology, and treatment of the research subjects and data have 
been implemented with thoughtful consideration and the utmost respect. The specific aim of the 
research findings is to offer help and hope to at-risk families and contribute to the body of 
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literature in order to create awareness of the literacy crisis and the critical roles mothers play in 
their child’s language and emergent literacy development. 
It could have been possible to perceive a conflict of interest for the researcher to engage 
this study site, as the researcher knew of the organization and the executive director from a 
previous community education project. However, the introduction was originally made by a 
referral from the Pinellas County Juvenile Welfare Board and there was no payment, charge, 
sponsorship, professional fee, or favor included in the previous or current collaboration. 
Gratitude for Participant Mothers and Children 
The researcher, also a children’s literature author, provided a free edutainment e-book 
from her “A to Zany Zebra Collection,” published on Amazon Kindle to study participants to 
enjoy with their children upon the conclusion of the interview. This is in keeping with the 
lifelong mission to instill joyful, interactive literary stories augmented with learning activities for 
children of all ages.  The “A to Zany Zebra Collection” was originally produced for the 
researcher’s children for early learning, love, and enrichment. In celebration of literacy and 
lifelong learning, a future book dedication will be made to the incorporated nonprofit preschool 
centers and dedicated to mothers and their children. 
Conclusion  
The issues surrounding the literacy crisis are immense and complex and certainly too 
cumbersome for only one study. Due to the discrepancies in the reported data on the magnitude 
of the population most directly affected (at-risk mothers of infants) by the literacy crisis between 
government, academic, and private sources, the researcher of this study was conflicted about 
how to most effectively direct the research study. Also, due to the disturbing research findings 
about the injustices in the preschool-to-prison pipeline, the author was initially compelled to do a 
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policy study to have some political impact to help bring awareness to policies affecting literacy 
for struggling families. Perhaps a policy study could juxtapose the opinions of the at-risk 
mothers with those of the legislative policy makers about the literacy crisis—the affected 
compared and contrasted with those affecting. However, when learning that the at-risk mother’s 
voices had rarely if ever been heard about their point of view, the phenomenological study of 
only these mothers of infants seemed most feasible. This purposive, qualitative approach and 
dual framework in language acquisition and social justice became evident.  
It is difficult to be scholarly and compassionate at the same time when innocent infants 
and struggling mothers are at risk. By understanding and focusing on pure phenomenon and 
experiences, events, and the important role family and culture play in the lives of at-risk families, 
there is hope for new understanding. After all, “we are all born phenomenologists” just like 
children, poets, and painters (Van den Berg, translated by Van Manen, 1997, p. 4 per 
Groenewald, 2004).  
Field research findings along with more description about the participants, coding and 
themes are forthcoming in the next chapter. The results, answers to research questions, 
implications, and recommendations will be analyzed and presented in chapter five. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESEARCH FINDINGS 
Discovery through inquiry brings with it the responsibility to remain true to the purpose 
of the study. The overarching purpose of the study is to bring awareness to the literacy epidemic 
and gain a deeper understanding of at-risk mothers’ roles and responsibility in their children’s 
literacy development and language acquisition from those closest to the problem. The most 
influential social relationships that scaffold the emergent literacy practices in these struggling 
families comes into focus (Bodrova & Leong, 1996). The evidence was produced by ten at-risk 
mothers of infants in central Florida. For the purpose of this study, “at risk” is defined as an 
individual, group, population, or experiment that is in jeopardy (social, physical, emotional, 
intellectual, or financial) based on situations, inopportune timing, resource deficiencies, or other 
deficiency that impose vulnerability, abuse, or weakness on the subjects (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services: Administration for Children and Families, 2011). The 
phenomenological research was conducted at a preschool center that caters to struggling children 
and families, as the literature research indicated little was known about this population from the 
mother’s perspective (DaSilva, 2017; Knowles, 2015).  
Research Design 
In this chapter, the study data will be presented as: the site description, demographic 
information, and findings primarily drawn from analysis of content revealed during interviews 
conducted. All data also reflects observations made at the study site, comments made by the 
mothers, and field notes taken during the interview sessions. Other content in this chapter are 
recommendations offered by the respondents as advice for other struggling mothers and general 
input for educators, agency managers, and government representatives. In the tradition of 
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phenomenological-qualitative investigation, respondent reflections provide insights for analysis. 
In conclusion, reflections based on the literature review in lieu of the study research findings are 
considered (Creswell, 2015; Groenewald, 2004; Moustakas, 1994). 
On-Site Description 
Per Merriam (2009) “a qualitative design is emergent” and “collection and analysis 
should be simultaneous” (p. 169). Therefore, observational field notes generated at the research 
site are the first findings expressed in this study: Neatly tucked away in a pristine residential 
neighborhood in central Florida, within proximity to a golf and country club and one of the most 
popular vacation beach resort areas in the world, is an unassuming nonprofit organization that 
specializes in early child care and education for at-risk children. The one-story site, located 
across the street from a neighborhood elementary school, is a long cement block–constructed 
home-like building with parking lots along each side of the street. Entry into the site requires 
ringing an outdoor doorbell, using an intercom security system to buzz in approved visitors, a 
foyer/waiting area, and a protected glass pass-through receiving office with reception staff. All 
interior rooms are accessed via a long hallway with colorful children’s posters and soothing 
parenting encouragement murals. It houses a nursery with glass window viewing area, toddler 
classrooms, a small kitchen, a conference room loaded with five huge book shelves, several 
business offices, an arts and craft space and a small interior outdoor playground.  
There is a diverse population of staff and teachers with approximately 60 total students at 
the center. All the research interviews were scheduled to be conducted at the end of the day 
between 3:00 and 6:00 PM before the children are released from their programs. Each day during 
the prescheduled study interviews were teachers leading toddlers through the central hallway in 
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orderly lines, parents coming in to pick up their children, and community volunteers completing 
their assigned tasks.  
It is particularly noteworthy to mention that there were many young (estimated ages from 
17 to 30 years) men of color observed picking up their children at the preschool site. Research on 
parental demographics for this type of child care setting suggests this is atypical, as single-parent 
mothers, grandmothers, and female caregivers are more probable participants (Jiang & Granja, 
2015). 
Black, white, and Hispanic women were also observed. No white men were observed 
picking up their children during the four days the site was visited. Behind the infant room glass, 
the babies are being changed with fresh diapers, affectionately held, caressed, and spoken with 
while receiving back rubs, getting ready for pick up. It appeared that the national research rang 
true based on the ethnicity of those most at risk according to the population of the center—
African American and Hispanic. The scent of Pine Sol filled the cool, medicinal air as a 
custodian mopped the terrazzo floors in the kitchen and foyer.   
Interviews 
As stated in the IRB (Institutional Review Board) application, the first interview was 
conducted as a pilot survey to test the research questions and interview procedures as well as to 
review the transcription of the initial findings. Two additional interview questions were added at 
the site to provide an opportunity for the mothers to present their advice to other struggling 
mothers seeking to help their children become literate. Also, an extension of that question was 
added to ascertain what these mothers might need to help them with this important goal. The 
social justice framework of this study seemed to be engaged by seeking the respondent’s 
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perspective in not only addressing the language acquisition and literacy processes and practices 
but also by gaining their input on potential pathways for resolution of the problem.   
The infant-toddler preschool center director and assistant recruited the volunteer mothers 
who would be interviewed for the study. Each mother created her own pseudonym in 
alphabetical order, A-J/interviews 1–10, for the sake of easy chronological coordination of the 
recorded data and notes as collected by the researcher. The goal was to help the mothers’ 
identities to remain more protected, although all stated that they were glad to be a part of the 
study and the majority of them were willing to assign their actual name to the study. 
The mother-selected pseudonyms were Amy, Beth, Cali, De’Asia, Eriana, Felicia, Gigi, 
Helen, Iris, and Jade. The preliminary (pilot) study was conducted in mid-October, upon which 
the study advisors reviewed and made recommendations based on the initial transcript. After this 
was completed, the remaining nine interviews were conducted. The consent forms were 
distributed and signed. The mothers temporarily provided a phone number, so the researcher 
could follow up for validation of the transcribed interview. The 10 mothers were interviewed for 
approximately 45 minutes each. 
Muffins and iced tea were provided to each mother as she arrived for the interview as a 
refreshment. The researcher closed the door to the conference room to ensure privacy and then 
carefully presented the need for the study. Instructions were explained to the mothers about the 
purpose and general format of the study. They were reminded the study was voluntary and 
reassured they could refuse to participate at any time. Each interview was conducted with a 
compassionate tone, friendly rapport, and brief orientation of the general procedures. All were 
thanked for their participation in the literacy study and told that they were appreciated for their 
willingness to share their ideas, responses, and opinions. They were informed why they had been 
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selected for the study and the criteria. All were informed of the importance of their children’s 
emergent literacy development and that their candid responses could help other single mothers 
with their children’s literacy development. Each would get a free children’s e-book written by 
the researcher upon the conclusion of the study. All seemed genuinely agreeable to participate. 
Respectful interactions transpired.  
Data Analysis  
Interview transcripts were analyzed and categorized using “basic inductive and 
comparative analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 197). The two primary themes that were coded and 
charted were the family-based influences and the community-based influences that most affected 
the mother’s ability to provide (or obtain) literacy and language acquisition skills for her 
children. The influences identified were mostly positive or neutral (family-based and 
community-based) as well as potentially threatening (obstacles) in accordance with the problems 
commonly presented by the participants as problematic. Throughout the interview, transcription, 
and data analysis the researcher strived to avoid preconceived ideas or judgments about the 
respondent’s comments, which is essential for phenomenological research (Merriam, 2009,  
p. 199). 
Participants 
The chart below indicates the participants’ self-assigned pseudonym or name, age and 
number of children. Because the study was composed of the first ten mothers to volunteer who 
qualified for the criteria of the study, and also because this study is relatively small in number of 
participants, there is no opportunity to consider any particular relevance to trends that may be 
generalized across national data relating to the ages of mothers or number of children. The focus 
was on the mother’s valued input regarding their children’s literacy and language development. 
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Figure 2: Mother's Identity Table Literacy Study—mother’s desired pseudonym (name), age, and 
number of children.  
 
Profiles of Participants’ Families 
Demographic information informing the study includes age, gender, residence, family 
size, languages, education levels, and occupation. Also included is the family’s ethnic 
background, number of children, and education level of parents of respondent. See coding 
application table in Appendices section. As required by the design of this study, all of the 
respondents had children who were successfully enrolled in the preschool program, were single 
Mother’s Name 
 
Mother’s Age Number of Children 
Amy 28 5 
Beth 23 2 
Cali 24 1 
De’Asia 23 3 
Eriana 28 1 
Felicia 24 4 
Gigi 34 2 
Helen 37 3 
Iris 31 2 
Jade 29 1 
10 Mothers Total Age Range: 21–37 24 Children Total 
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parents of one or more infant children, were living at or below the federal poverty level, and 
voluntarily participated in this research.  
Ages, Family Size, & Composition 
The participants ranged in age from 21 to 37 years old. Six of the mothers were African-
American, three were Caucasian, and one was Hispanic. Their children were African-American, 
mixed African-American and Caucasian, Hispanic, mixed Hispanic and Caucasian, and 
Caucasian. The children ranged in age from unborn (0) to 3 years of age. Two of the mothers had 
one child, three of the mothers had two children, two of the mothers had three children, one of 
the mothers had four children and one of the mothers had five children. The preschool program 
director said there were understandably greater literacy challenges and risks presented with the 
families with multiple children as compared with those in one-child families. This information 
aligned with the responding remarks made by the mothers of multiple-children in this study.  
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Figure 3: Self-identified composition of 10 at-risk families participating in mother’s literacy 
study, November 2017. Please note that three of the mothers who were Caucasian had children 
of African-American or Hispanic descent, therefore the figure represents family composition. 
 
Language, Ethnicity, and Family Heritage 
The mothers participating in this study created a diverse mosaic of lifestyles, customs, 
ethnic backgrounds, and traditions. Language was frequently presented in this study as a strong 
component of a family’s literacy development and heritage. Of all the respondents, eight of the 
mothers spoke English as their primary language, one spoke Creole-Caribbean and English and 
one spoke Twi (native language of Ghana, Africa) and English. Research indicates the added 
struggle for children who are learning English as a second language must be taken into 
consideration, especially their ability to gain the required proficiency needed in the early grades 
as compared to other students (Cassady, Smith, and Thomas, 2017). The diversity of ancestral 
backgrounds of the mothers yielded a wide variety of commentary about family heritage and 
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customs which contributed to their parenting and teaching practices. Beth lovingly giggled and 
said, “my daughter has jet black curls because her father is Puerto Rican, but she gets her green 
eyes from me.” De’Asia said “my grandmother is Brazilian,” enabling her children to sample 
delicious food as well as to go beyond her African roots to occasionally expose them to a few 
Portuguese words and customs. The international viewpoints contributed immensely to lively 
interview sessions. Although five of the respondents were African-American, there were three 
Caucasians with mixed children, and two Hispanics. All gave descriptions of how their family 
heritage made a positive impact on their children’s lives. One mother told about a beloved 
grandmother who spoke Portuguese and introduced special foods, music, and celebrations to 
their family. Several of the mothers proudly boasted that their children were learning to speak 
Spanish at their preschool. 
“Independence is very important to children, like myself who are born in Africa,” says 
Helen. By the time many young girls are in their late adolescent and early teen years, they are 
responsible to run and manage the home, including meal preparation, cleaning, and babysitting 
for the younger siblings. Often the mother is out working for the family, so the children are 
responsible to keep the home. She says that children are taught to care for their homes before 
they are taught to read and write. She proudly continues this custom with her own children that 
were born in the United States. She smiled and said, “It’s good for teaching them independence, 
building character and responsibility. Education comes with time.” Now she is happy to 
reinforce the homework assignments sent home by the preschool for her children. They all learn 
together. While Helen is completing her GED, her children are doing their homework. “At 
bedtime, we enjoy reading stories together.” Family culture was presented by many to play an 
important role in family life.  
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Amy said, “quilting helps me teach my children motor skills, sewing, writing symbols 
and family history.” It is a family custom passed down from many generations. “We are making 
a celebration quilt to give as a gift right now.” Not only does it help her nurture her family 
through time with her children, but it also helps to celebrate important family customs. Jade 
enjoys singing and dancing with her children to Caribbean music. Gigi is Puerto Rican and proud 
of her Latin culture that she shares with her children. Respectfulness is valued in her tradition. 
She proudly describes her children as “very respectful.” Another example of family heritage 
practices influencing a child’s literacy upbringing during this study was identified when four of 
the six African American participants revealed they had not begun reading to their children until 
their children started school; however, teaching expressive songs with dramatic gestures like 
“Here I am. Here I am. How do you do” is one of the ways Cali teachers her children. She 
jubilantly remarked that it helps children develop communication skills, hand-eye coordination, 
and the rhythm and sounds of words.  
Occupation & Residence 
Nine of the mothers were employed outside the home (two were teachers and one was a 
teaching assistant at preschool center study site). Others included a mother of five children who 
had recently moved, one was unemployed, and three were enrolled in school. Most of the 
mothers were serving in the medical field as certified nurses’ aides and dental assistants. Several 
were child care workers, preschool teachers and a teaching assistant. One held an associate 
degree and was an accounting analyst. Amy, the temporarily unemployed mother of five 
children, had to drop out of college during the past semester to address her living arrangements 
as she had been homeless after separating from her boyfriend. She hoped to get back to work and 
continue her education in biology in the near future. Five of the mothers lived in homes (one 
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shared a home with another single-parent family of five), two lived with parents, and three lived 
in apartments.  
Emergent Themes 
Once the interviews were conducted, recorded, and transcribed, the researcher followed 
up with the mothers for member checking to ensure the data’s accuracy. After listening to the 
recordings several times, adding in missing comments and impressions on the original 
questionnaires, and creating 10 transcripts, a master spreadsheet with abbreviated interview 
questions and responses was developed.  
Development of codes and themes from interview transcripts led to the identification of 
influences and theories on infant-toddler literacy development. The Emergent Literacy 
Influences and Obstacles chart (see figure 5, p. 86) was created to portray the breakdown of the 
themes and subthemes that evolved as a result of the interviews. Each of the themes (influences, 
obstacles, and relationships) were presented to contribute to a child’s literacy and language 
development and progress. Family influences included such things as family ties to close 
relatives, ancestral customs, and languages spoken. Family obstacles included homelessness, 
learning disabilities, and multiple-child families, for example. Community influences were such 
things as preschools, social service programs, and faith-based leadership programs. Finally, 
community obstacles were mentioned as poor or limited access to educational resources, 
transportation, and safety. Appropriate demographics were also considered and charted on a 
master coding table to demonstrate the magnitude of the influences, comparative analysis 
between respondents, and overall implications of the study. The subthemes were developed to 
support the family and cultural influences. Each of the two major themes (family and 
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community) contain obstacles. Theoretically, the influences and obstacles were interpreted as 
those most likely to affect the emergent literacy development of a struggling at-risk family.  
Overlapping Family & Community Influences & Obstacles 
One of the great challenges in the interpretation of the data was the overlap discovered in 
the family and community influences and obstacles. The lifestyles, living situations, resources, 
and support agents and programs were described as dynamic or ever-changing. These changes 
were described by the mothers as transitions from family to community and community to 
family, depending on the lifestyle changes encountered. What once may have been presented by 
the mother as an obstacle or problem, could resolve and become a positive situation. Naturally, 
for demonstration purposes, a family should likely be embedded within the greater community to 
which it belongs, but in the desire to accurately portray this, there were overlaps and perception 
contradictions between respondents. No two stories or circumstances were alike. For example, 
homelessness for Amy was described when she and her four children were pent up in a former 
boyfriend’s apartment with inadequate living space. “We were miserable because we were 
accustomed to having a backyard in West Virginia where we grew up. The kids need space and 
breathing room to play and grow.” This was presented by Amy as a problem. The researcher 
coded this as a family obstacle. However, Amy went on to describe how she went to the county 
for help and it took her approximately two weeks before they could find her shelter. In this case, 
her family-based problem or obstacle later became a community obstacle while waiting for an 
appropriate home to be provided by community services. She added, “I knew my brother may 
have been willing to temporarily take us in, but I didn’t want to burden him or strain the 
relationship.” Then, at the point in which she and her family moved into a subsidized home, the 
obstacle became a positive community resource. The design of the quadrants of the family and 
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community influences and obstacles figure was intended by the researcher to allow for changes 
such as those described for demonstration of the most commonly expressed family and 
community situations described by the mothers. “Now we live with ten people—my best 
girlfriend and her kids, my family, a puppy and a turtle. Now we also have a backyard.”  
Another consideration for the researcher in designing and depicting the differences 
between family and community influences, resources, and obstacles among the different mothers 
was that although the community is technically larger and a more enveloping entity, to many of 
the struggling mothers, their vantage points were often more focused on their immediate family 
as their primary (survival) reality. For example, Gigi was sent away to another state to be raised 
by her aunt when her father passed away and her mother could not keep her or support her. This 
was depicted by Gigi as a family problem or obstacle (the death of her father and her mother’s 
inability to support and raise her) as well as a positive family influence (her auntie raising her). 
The researcher created the family and community influences and obstacles figure to show the 
various situations mentioned as accurately as possible, while not overly confining or restricting 
categories. The intention was to as accurately as possible allow flexibility between quadrants—
family influences, community influences, family obstacles, community obstacles. As with the 
mother’s situations and stories, one size did not fit all, but the most commonly discussed 
influences and obstacles were depicted. 
Coding Techniques, Themes, & Theories 
After the demographic information was charted, the transcripts were coded. Coding was 
performed according to “content,” “recurring patterns,” and “inductive analysis” (Merriam, 
2009, p. 205). Then, terms were highlighted with color markers for each transcript according to 
influences (or themes) which emerged from the interviews. Originally, there were three primary 
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categories of data identified as family-based influences (blue), community-based influences 
(orange), and obstacles (red). However, there were overlaps in some of the data regarding the 
obstacles, as both family and community presented such findings, therefore another review was 
made to more comprehensively reduce the findings according to their most intrinsic thematic 
categories. Thus, the data was again re-examined, this time focusing in on all the personal 
relationships that emerged from the findings that were portrayed as influential to their children’s 
language development and literacy. Close relationships are very important in the success of an 
infant-toddler’s emergent literacy development (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).  
Relationships, Roles, & Responsibilities 
The demographics were dissected and charted. The main categories of family and 
community influences and obstacles were defined. Next, a theoretical connection to the research 
questions was applied. Merriam (2009) describes this as “moving from concrete description of 
observable data to a somewhat more abstract level to interpret data” (p. 188). Thus, figure 4 
(p.85) was designed to show how the mothers (respondents) characterized their roles and 
responsibilities in their children’s language acquisition and literacy development. They interact 
within a social network (family & community) to leverage physical, emotional, financial, 
community, and academic resources to assume roles and responsibilities for their child’s literacy.  
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Figure 4: Mother's Relationships Affecting Literacy. Blue represents family-based relationships 
and orange represents community-based relationships. 
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Figure 5: Family & Community Influences & Obstacles Affecting Emergent Literacy 
Development of Ten At-Risk Families. Blue represents family. Orange represents community. 
Each of the quadrants of the figure represent sub-themes that were most commonly expressed. 
This figure is for demonstration purposes only, as there were ten different respondents with 
various and evolving life situations and perspectives.  
Family Influences & Literacy 
The family begins with the bond between a mother and her infant child. This leading role 
is assumed by all mothers. Many early childhood experts attest this occurs before birth, while the 
baby is in utero and hears the sounds of the mother’s heartbeat and voice. Within this study of 
ten mothers, each mother described her interpretation of family influences that affected her 
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young family and literacy development. Felicia enthusiastically smiled and said, “mom got my 
kids to love books.” “Dad read Golden Books to me at night, said Iris. Beth looked over at the 
bookshelf in the conference room where the interview was held and thoughtfully recalled, “my 
kids read some of the same books I read as a child. Now they also have some of their own 
favorites.” De’Asia said, “I liked playing games and music with my parents as a child, but now I 
enjoy reading with my children every night. Literacy tied to family was the primary influence 
discussed by the mothers during the interviews conducted in October and November 2017. 
However, despite the heartening accounts of the important bonding that takes place with children 
and loved ones while reading books, it is surprising that more students drop out of school from 
poor reading skills than poverty (Stevens, 2011). And, nearly half of all infants do not read with 
their parents (Bernstein, 2010). 
The family-based influences presented were those experienced by an infant-toddler 
family during their child’s most impressionable years, ages 0 to 3, where physical, language, and 
behavioral growth become the learning foundation for a child. The critical influences identified 
by the mothers that emanated from the findings include family ties (about the interrelationships 
within the immediate family), culture (about the social upbringing, customs, and traditions 
germane to the background and ethnic heritage of the participants) and the mother’s education 
level (about the mother’s academic capability to teach, support, and guide her children’s 
education). “Strong, positive relationships help children develop trust, empathy, compassion, and 
a sense of right and wrong” (Thompson, 2016).   
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Mother’s Education 
Only eight of the twenty maternal parents had high school diplomas. There were six 
dropouts, three of the fathers’ education and whereabouts were unknown, two had some college 
and only one had a college degree. Helen’s father, who had a college degree, abandoned the 
home by the time she entered kindergarten; however, she remarked emphatically, “but, I was 
very smart and had been well introduced to books, reading, and literature before attending school 
because of my father. He was a literature teacher.” Helen recalled, “My mom had a high school 
diploma, but went to trade school during the day.” Eriana said, “I don’t really remember much, 
but my mom had a high school education and dad dropped out of middle school, so mom is the 
one who helped me with my school work.” Felicia smiled and energetically said, “I was adopted, 
and both of my parents were high school graduates and own their own businesses. Now I am told 
I am a natural leader.” Gigi stated, “my mom went to college and became a nurse,” but didn’t 
remember learning to read until she was in the third grade. Beth, one of the mothers who became 
a certified preschool teacher at the preschool her children attend said with compassionate 
determination, “I will eventually go back to college.” 
Family (Academic) Role Models  
In addition to the important influences a mother’s education level has on her children, 
other relatives and academic leaders were said to also influence a child’s educational goals and 
success. As participants recalled influences on their own literacy development, one stated, “My 
father was a teacher of literature in Africa,” said Helen about the role models who had inspired 
her academic career. Although Helen’s father left the household while she was an infant, she was 
positively influenced by his educational mastery and mentoring. Helen also had Princeton and 
Harvard graduating relatives who sparked her ambition to continue her education as well as to 
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inspire her children to embark on successful college goals and future careers. Amy was also 
encouraged to earn her college degree by seeing her mother successfully attend and earn college 
credits. Jade added, “My grandma taught me to read. How excited she was making my twin 
brother and I excited.” Amy affectionately recalled, “I was raised by a wonderful single mom, 
but my grandfather taught me my first words and now he reads with my kids too.”   
Family Ties & Emergent Literacy 
Family relationships help scaffold infants and toddlers as they develop emergent literacy 
skills long before they learn to read, write, or speak. These social relationships and influences 
contribute to a child’s language acquisition skills and make a lifelong impression on their 
academic future (Dickinson & Neuman, 2006). The study of ten mothers enabled a close-up view 
into the personal relationships that transpire between mother and child and those closest relatives 
with whom they share their lives.  
In addition to the names, endearments, and references made about their children, such as 
“my little sugar plum,” “my little hug-a-bug,” “mister curiosity,” and “miss independent,” the 
most prominent, recurring relationship references abstracted from the interview transcripts were 
of family members. These included “mom,” “ma,” “mommy,” “mother,” “dad,” “father,” 
“parents,” “auntie,” “aunt,” “uncle,” “grandmother,” “abuela,” “abuelo,” “sister,” “nanna,” 
“brother,” “grandparents,” “grandma,” “grand mom,” “pops,” “grandfather,” and “grumpy.” 
These family relationships established between the mothers, their children, parents, siblings, ex-
husbands, boyfriends, children’s fathers, and relatives forged a strong connection for the mothers 
in this literacy study.  
The mothers who live with their parent(s) and those who maintain a close relationship 
with their parents or relatives (grandparents, aunts, uncle, siblings) said that their lives and their 
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children’s lives were enhanced by their family ties. Beth said that she and her children used the 
same bookshelf and books that she had used as a child. Amy showed a cell phone picture of the 
safety encasement that her father had built for her children, so they could watch television 
without being exposed to dangerous wires as a potential hazard. De’Asia came to the interview 
accompanied by her young adult sister who frequently helped care for her children. Iris shared 
fond memories of how her father read to her as a child. Gigi said, “I was raised by my Mommy.” 
However, she empathetically mentioned the active role her aunt had played in her life after the 
untimely death of her father when she was an infant.  
Female versus male role models in literacy development. “I told their father that I 
don’t want him to be involved in our child’s life if he cannot actively participate, because it is 
too hard on him. I don’t want him to be disappointed. We can’t count on him!” said Eriana. This 
statement is emblematic, and a sentiment shared by other participants.  
Participants identified more female role models—mothers, aunts, and grandmothers 
involved in the education and literacy development of their children—than men. Most mothers 
spoke of their disappointment with the children’s fathers in not being able or willing to 
participate in their children’s lives, education, or child support. The mother cited above stated 
that she had requested that her child’s father stay away from her child because it was too 
emotionally confusing and devastating for her child to have a father come and go in the child’s 
life.   
However, those whose fathers, uncles, and grandfathers were involved with their 
children, said they enjoyed more remarkable, profound, or sustaining benefits for the mothers 
and their children than did female counterparts in the study. Some mentioned this may be due to 
the greater responsibility often carried by the mother in supporting the family, home, and 
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children. Others described the novelty associated with the male role model helping with literacy, 
as a desired and stimulating activity enjoyed by children, as compared with the routine 
familiarity of the female parent or relative who often provides the biological needs for the 
children like bathing, toileting, meal preparation, and child care. Three of the mothers spoke 
about their fathers and grandfathers who were successfully involved in their family’s literacy 
development, until either passing away, leaving the home, or the family breaking up. The loss 
was devastating, but the memorable literacy activities were said to be cherished.   
Mother and daughter relationships and literacy. The transcripts contained several 
references to the strong influential bonds between mother and daughter during this 
phenomenological study. Several respondents described the roles their mothers had played in 
their literacy development. A teary-eyed Amy said “I’m sorry, I’m a little emotional these days. I 
just learned I am expecting another child . . . number five.” She went on to describe how she and 
her mother were once both expecting babies at the same time. Evidently her mother was carrying 
the last baby in her family while she was carrying her first. Gigi affectionately uttered “I was 
raised by my mommy,” and then upon the untimely passing of her father, she had to move to 
another state to be raised by her aunt when she was only five years old. Beth said, “Both of my 
parents were dropouts and I was raised by my stay-at-home mom while my dad worked. It was 
good. I was very sheltered.” She continued to recall her love of reading that was inspired by her 
mother and that she shares the same bookshelf and some of the same books with her children. 
She proudly added that even though she became pregnant during her high school years, “I was 
the first person in our family to graduate.”  
Mother’s education level impacts child’s literacy. “If I don’t have a degree or college 
education, my kids won’t” said De’Asia about the importance of demonstrating academic 
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leadership to her children. Among the respondents there were no four-year college graduates 
among them. Four of the mothers have high school diplomas, two are attending high school, two 
hold associate degrees and two had some college. De’Asia, mother of three, smiled and 
enthusiastically added, “It’s the circle of love; the circle of life,” referring to how her mother 
taught her to read as she will continue to teach her children to read.  
Family-Based Obstacles to Emergent Literacy Development 
In addition to the important positive effects of the family on a young infant’s 
development, it was also essential to recognize the recurring problems that impede literacy 
development, lifestyle stability, and behavioral and academic success for a struggling infant’s or 
toddler’s family. The primary family obstacles were expressed as multiple-child families, 
absentee and non-supportive fathers, special needs learners, and families who were born of low-
literate parents.   
Multiple Children of Multiple-Father Families 
“I’ve worked overnight since my children were born. It’s hard. I still struggle,” said Gigi 
about the responsibility that often comes with single-parent family life. This was especially 
indicated by the mothers with more than one child. Felicia, mother of four, courageously stated, 
“I’m in a bad place now. I just lost housing, but I hope my parents will help until I can reinstate 
my benefits.” The additional challenges of the respondents with multiple children echoed during 
the interviews. Several of the mothers described how they were expecting children 
simultaneously to their single-parent mothers who were also expecting while living in the same 
households. Other commonly observed phenomena were that there were multiple fathers 
involved in the single-parent families where there were two or more children. According to the 
comments made by the mothers interviewed, this often created more instability within their 
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children’s lives, quality of life, financial support, and living arrangements. Amy said, “there are 
ten of us living in one small house.” She was grateful for her shared section 8 home after 
struggling with temporary homelessness for a while when her last relationship ended. The 
families with multiple children expressed that it was often traumatic, often causing 
homelessness, physical and emotional stress, and sometimes even violence. 
In general, per the mothers interviewed for this study, the families with multiple children 
suffered more than those with one child. Also, the families with multiple children frequently 
mentioned that their oldest child had more learning or behavioral problems than their younger 
children/infants. They described their situations as often being laborious and involving 
complicated processes. This included the stress, challenges, and difficulties in the functioning 
and behavior of their children, to offsetting the backlash and disturbance in their child being able 
to keep up with their peers in school, to affording or gaining access to appropriate clinical 
diagnosis and treatment. Amy talked about her daily struggle to get her children to their various 
schools throughout the county each day. “My children need these special programs, even if the 
transportation is a struggle, because the traditional schools won’t know how to address their 
special needs. It would be a disaster.” Both Amy and her oldest child have ADHD.     
Special Needs Learners  
Amy stated, “my oldest daughter has Attention Deficit and Hyperactive Disorder 
(ADHD) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).” She added, that she too, has ADHD. “I 
am thankful to be on medication and therapy and my daughter showed remarkable improvement 
upon receiving diagnosis and regular medical treatment.” Cali’s son has a speech impairment 
disorder that was diagnosed through the preschool center staff and is actively undergoing 
therapy. She said, “he speaks confidently but is not easily understood.” Eriana also indicated that 
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her oldest child, a daughter, had ADHD. “Physical activity is especially helpful in her proper 
functioning, but her socialization with others needs improvement.” 
Other considerations within a typical “special needs” category, but not in this instance, 
were the two mothers who spoke English as a second language (ESL). In these cases, their 
children were all born in the United States and their language skills were impeccable, as both 
mothers utilized the “Queen’s English,” with excellent proficiency. Therefore, for the sake of 
this study, the ESL mothers offered no language barrier or impediment to their children, only the 
advantage of gaining access to other native languages and cultures to help expand their literacy 
skills, possibly superior to their English-only peers. 
Cali mentioned that her child was receiving special speech classes at the preschool to 
help her child enunciate more clearly. Another mother stated that the preschool is in the process 
of enrolling her in their Hippy program that will teach her how to better teach her children to 
read and communicate. Cali responded, “I am grateful.” 
Community Influences & Literacy 
Community-based influences described by participants were expressed as those provided 
within a context broader than that of a mother’s and child’s family. This milieu includes role 
models, social service representatives, educational mentors, faith-based representatives, and 
other community members. The community-based influences may be a religious leader, teacher, 
librarian, bus driver, store clerk, or anyone who may influence an infant’s or toddler’s 
interpersonal, language, and literacy development. It was apparent through the comments made 
and interactions observed that these relationships often established a mentoring or socializing 
influence to impact a child’s progress or determination to become a good citizen of strong moral 
character, a successful student, and a contributing member to society.  
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Effective Preschool Programs & Literacy Achievement 
The profound comments that resonated with each of the mothers during the interviews 
were those honorable mentions made by the mothers about the preschool where their children 
were enrolled: Beth said, “My daughter can speak Spanish.” Gigi said, “The preschool is going 
to place me in a program where they teach me how to teach my children.” Iris said, “My kids 
come to this school and so do I. Now I am a preschool teacher.” Cali said, “My child was 
diagnosed with a learning disability because of the help we got from this program.” Amy said, “I 
travel quite a few miles daily to ensure my children get the help they need with this preschool—
other schools won’t be able to do what they need.” Jade said, “Not only do they help my 
children, but they also help me.”   
Faith-Based Influences 
The mothers who come from strong spiritual influences from community-based religious 
organizations demonstrated positive, lasting effects in their lives as well as a stronger emphasis 
on the importance of values and character development for their children while also building 
their literacy skills. Felecia said, “my father is a church youth pastor, and my children’s favorite 
pastime is playing church.” There is Bible reading, hymnal music, public speaking, praying, 
event planning, and character leadership reported in this activity. She spoke of how her faith had 
helped her get through a recent crisis where she would temporarily deal with the possibility of 
losing her home because she had inadvertently failed to see or comply with a required 
government form necessary for her to maintain her family’s housing. Without her strong faith, 
she said that the situation could have otherwise been catastrophic. Cali said she was in the 
process of teaching her young infant how to pray before meals and at bedtime. Bible stories were 
mentioned by several mothers as their primary reading activity with their children. 
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Community-Based Obstacles Affecting Literacy 
Although not specifically asked, all the mothers stated that the current welfare system, 
child support system, and food stamp programs do not work effectively and are difficult to 
access and use. Many of the mothers, those with children in literacy programs and are working to 
continue their own education, say they have no medical insurance or help for themselves. Beth 
suggested, “I could go to a doctor or dentist.” Amy, mother of five, entering a second generation 
of public funding status, stated that daily counseling, even via telephone, would be the most 
beneficial resource to assist her and all struggling families facing the mission to properly raise 
and educate their children.  
Most of the mothers interviewed said they need help with child care, career training, free 
or affordable continuing education, and healthcare benefits. None of the respondents want to be 
dependent on the system, nor do they desire for their children to be dependent. Lack of proper 
accessibility to the existing programs was a continuing complaint. Many of the mothers said that 
they were uninformed about programs for the assessment of their children’s learning and 
developmental issues, or babysitting help while they continue their own education. Most of the 
mothers interviewed stated that the current Department of Children and Families (DCF) is too 
difficult to use and maintain. 
What Mothers Wish for Their Children 
One of the final interview questions posed during the study is what the mothers wished 
for their children’s education and future. Their answers made a strong impression: Eriana said, 
“To graduate and go to college and study something she likes.” Amy said, “To be successful no 
matter what it takes.” Helen said, “To finish college and be what they want to become.” Felicia 
said, “To be the best that they can be and patient.” Gigi said, “I want them to have spirituality, 
  
97
education, strength, and morals.” Jade said, “Plain and simple, I wish for her success and to be 
happy in life.” Iris said, “I hope they keep doing well in school and to learn at home and at 
school with full ride scholarships. I think about this a lot.”  De’Asia said, “I want them to 
graduate high school and college. Then, I want them to take care of me, so I can take a break and 
go back to college.” Cali said, “I dunno, I kind of see my baby as so smart that they may want to 
upgrade him.” Beth said, “I don’t know. I want them to be thankful and have manners.” 
Conclusion 
The phenomenological study method framed in language acquisition and social justice 
enabled opportunities for discovering positive practices as well as challenges. It was an 
illuminating experience for the researcher. It is certain that the pre-planning helped enormously 
in the outcomes obtained. Very special gratitude for this section goes to the research advisors 
who worked tirelessly to provide guidance. It is certain that there were no cookie-cutter or 
borrowed themes for this study. On the contrary, the data and themes were analyzed, reevaluated, 
refurbished, and renamed numerous times until the findings meshed with the research questions.  
Planning by writing and rewriting the IRB (Internal Review Board) application and in 
coordinating with the program’s executive director, program director, center director, and staff 
was also necessary. Setting up the interview schedule, adjusting the schedule for sickness and 
inclement weather (Hurricane Irma evacuations), copying the questionnaires, testing and 
preparing the hand-held recording instrument, and purchasing fresh baked goods for the 
interview refreshments was also done in advance.  
Significant findings in this study revealed the themes to create the theoretical 
development of the Family and Community Influences & Obstacles Chart (see figure 5, p. 83), 
describing the views expressed by the ten mothers. The two primary influences, or themes, 
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include family influences (family ties, culture, mother’s education), and community influences 
(schools, faith-based, and academic role models). Both of these primary categories also revealed 
subthemes or obstacles affecting emergent literacy: family obstacles (multiple-child families, 
special needs learners, and respondent mother’s education) and community obstacles (poor or 
limited access to: community social services, healthcare, special needs academic testing, housing 
and residential resources, neighborhood safety, mental health counseling, babysitting services, 
transportation, home learning tools such as computers and internet). All categories were 
described by the mothers to most contribute to their children’s literacy development for which 
they acknowledge themselves responsible. Vital relationships essential to a mother’s roles and 
responsibilities in her child’s emergent literacy development also became paramount as the 
findings were more carefully analyzed. 
The preschool program where the study was conducted was mentioned repeatedly as 
helping to make a significant difference in the mother’s ability to cope with the daily routines 
and educational needs of their families. The research study also unveiled new wisdom to be 
applied to future research needed to contribute to securing answers and potential solutions for 
new and emerging aspects of the literacy crisis. Relevant demographic data and trends as well as 
the family and community influences and obstacles presented were indicated in the original 
transcripts and charted for the purpose of this study (see appendix H, p. 143). The next and final 
chapter of the dissertation delves deeper into the implications of the study and provides answers 
to the research questions.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 
With a deeper awareness of the pervasive literacy challenges plaguing at-risk families, 
there is hope for future generations. This final chapter in the dissertation project provides 
answers to the critical research questions, analysis of the findings, implications of the research, 
and recommendations based on the purposive phenomenological literacy study of ten mothers. 
The conceptual framework for the study is language acquisition and social justice. The study was 
designed to learn about mothers’ perceptions of their roles in supporting their children’s literacy 
development. The findings may inform families, educators, government officials, and social 
service agency leaders with new insights about emergent literacy development from the voices of 
struggling single-parent mothers. Research says mothers have the most influence on their 
infant’s and toddler’s language and literacy development (Jiang & Granja, 2015; Thompson, 
2016). Still, little is known from struggling mothers about how they perceive their roles in 
supporting their infants’ emergent literacy development (Ekono, 2016).   
The mothers are self-professed to be the most responsible for the roles and 
responsibilities of their children’s literacy and language development. By understanding their 
family and community relationships, influences, and obstacles that most affect multiple 
generations of literacy challenges, there is enlightenment. Discoveries were made about how 
they leveraged precious family and community resources to educate their children. They 
demonstrated how they navigated the social service system and engage in meaningful language 
and literacy development practices. They share how they learned to help their children thrive in 
an effective preschool program that also helps them to become more effective teachers, leaders, 
career professionals, hopefully lifelong learners, and forever role models for their children. They 
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address, encourage, and inspire other mothers facing the same situation on how to persevere. 
They also offer educators, government, and social servants advice on how to become more 
effective support for struggling families. Most important, they showcase how their challenging 
past is transformed into bridges of opportunities.  
Answers to Critical Research Questions 
As suggested by Merriam (2009), “data often seem to beg for continued analysis past the 
formation of categories” (p. 189). The experience, backgrounds, practices, and ancestral heritage 
of the mothers became the baseline for the findings. Emergent literacy development between 
each mother and her children required a connection to family and community relationships in 
order to be understood. These relationships were traced through three generations (the mother’s 
parents, the mother, and her infants) to recognize the impact of the cyclical evolution of literacy 
practices in families. Only through these relationships were the roles and responsibilities 
actualized. 
1. How do at-risk mothers describe their role in supporting their children’s language 
acquisition and literacy development? 
When the mothers were asked what people are most responsible for their children’s 
education, all of them unanimously answered they believe it is primarily their responsibility. 
This was followed by the schools, teachers, relatives, and others. The mothers made it clear that 
they did not desire to be dependent on social services, or to rely on their families or charity for 
help. Nor did they want their children to become dependent on the system. They each recognized 
and valued the strong leadership role they assume for their family and their children. The 
mothers were all steadfast in their convictions to be the one responsible for their children’s 
language development and education. They all stated they knew their children counted on them.  
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Other sentiments that came forth were how important it was for each of them to help their 
children do their recreational family reading at home and to follow through with the children’s 
class assignments to reinforce what they had learned at school, which included practicing good 
citizenship. Many mothers spoke about not only reading to their children at home, but also the 
importance of having their children read aloud to them.  
The mothers spoke passionately about how important it was for them to be responsible to 
get their children to the preschool and pick them up on time and that it was their duty to be 
respectful of their arrangement with the preschool. It was evident that the mothers were students 
of teaching literacy to their children as much as practitioners of responsible parenting. It was 
clear the mothers had been taught to become the lead teacher in their families for their children’s 
literacy development. Amazingly, all the families in this study became teachers and learners 
together. 
Mothers with higher levels of education and personal literacy skills exude more 
confidence to help develop their children’s language and literacy development (Stevens, 2011; 
Thompson, 2016). Also, multigenerational education levels, particularly of mothers passed down 
to their female children have a strong influence on their children’s literacy and social success as 
productive citizens (Sticht, 2002).  Other positive influences to help support the child’s literacy 
development may be offered by an effective preschool program that serves both the mother and 
child, a supportive family, educational role models, faith-based leadership and positive cultural 
influences (Sticht & McDonald, 1990).  
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Figure 6. Ten At-Risk mothers surveyed during November 2017 suggest who they believe 
is most responsible for their child's literacy and language development.  
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2. Given limited time and resources, how do mothers model language and literacy skills 
with their children?  
 
Figure 7. The “Most Enjoyable Learning Activity” Ten Mothers Described Doing with their 
Children, starting with Amy and “Quilting” and Ending with Jade and “Bedtime Stories.” 
 
Modeling language and literacy skills with young at-risk infants and toddlers is described 
as reading to them, helping them with their school work to reinforce the lessons taught in 
preschool, playing with them, dancing with them, singing with them, and in some cases, praying 
with them (DaSilva, 2017). Amy, a mother of five, discussed quilting as a wonderful way to 
teach her children to socialize, communicate, and use words, pictures, and symbols to tell stories 
using thematic patches sewn onto a larger fabric. Quilting was a custom passed down to this 
former West Virginia mother from many generations as a historical practice of documenting 
family culture, life events, and creating an ancestral heirloom. Eriana is one of several mothers at 
the preschool who has a special needs child. Her daughter has ADHD and she enjoys singing 
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“Hush Little Baby,” with her and teaching her the best she can, but confesses, “reading is a 
problem.” Her daughter has trouble with comprehension. “She gets hyper.”    
Most of the respondents use bedtime stories to enhance their children’s literacy skills. 
De’Asia said, “my children crave bedtime stories so much that they will go to bed early just to 
get this experience.” Helen, a mother of three says her children call the bedtime stories “once 
upon a time,” and eagerly want to read them each night. Dr. Seuss stories were mentioned by 
four of the ten respondents, and two mentioned Golden Books. Eriana is a preschool teacher’s 
assistant who especially likes books with quick sight words to help her children and students 
with emergent literacy development. Other learning activities the mothers said they enjoyed with 
their children included indoor and outdoor activities such as singing, cooking, scooter riding, arts 
and crafts, watching movies and cartoons, coloring, sitting under the trees and making bracelets 
from plants, caring for pets, household chores, Bible stories, dancing, and even homework.   
 “Research has revealed that more highly educated mothers have greater success in 
providing their children with the cognitive and language skills that contribute to early success in 
school” (Sticht & McDonald, 1990, para.2). Also, salient to this mother’s literacy study is 
“children of mothers with high levels of education stay in school longer than children of mothers 
with low levels of education” (Benjamin, 1993, para.2).  
3. What strategies can mothers use to ensure their children obtain preschool or early 
childhood education (ECE) and remain successfully enrolled? 
The most important strategy learned by this study is that all the mothers interviewed have 
the advantage of their children’s enrollment in an early intervention literacy program. Great 
evidence supports the value of this nonprofit program serving at-risk mothers of infants. The 
partially government and partially private funded nonprofit is an example of how an effective 
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program serves mothers, families, and the community. The tuition for the program ranges from 
$3 to $20 per week. It supports the mothers by engaging them as teachers as much as the 
children as students of literacy. The preschool they attend also provides counseling for the 
mothers, access to special needs tutoring and therapy, recommendations on helping the mothers 
continue their education, and mentoring services for community resources. The research suggests 
the most effective literacy programs support mother and child, as “parents are the child’s first 
teacher and primary influence in academic achievement” (Leal, Mourer & Cunningham, 2002,  
p. 128).  
It became evident that all mothers interviewed were the fortunate exception to typical at-
risk families, as their children are successfully enrolled in an effective preschool program. Both 
the mothers and their children are benefitting from some of the critical building blocks necessary 
to help their children and other at-risk families to secure promising educational and career 
insights and help. This demonstrates the positive influence of an effective program that serves 
not only the infants, but also the parents of the infants, reversing the cycle of illiteracy.  
4. What advice do mothers offer other struggling mothers to address these literacy 
challenges? What help do they need? 
The social justice framework provided more than a theoretical lens to learn about the 
mothers’ scarcely known literacy experiences, influences, and practices. It also provided a 
platform for the mothers to give advice to other struggling mothers, legislators, educators, and 
social service representatives.  
Mother’s advice for other at-risk mothers of infant-toddlers. “Find someone to talk to for 
help and advice,” says Amy, the mother of five. “The challenges may be so overwhelming at 
times that it may be helpful to go into a private room, close the door to collect your thoughts and 
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composure and escape.” Her other advice is to “sit down at a big round table with your children, 
get out the coloring books and crayons, and enjoy yourselves.” It not only relieves stress, but it 
also helps engage all in fun learning and socializing activities.  
Beth says, “Don’t let being overwhelmed get to you or take control over you,” and feels 
people are too judgmental about single moms and need to be more kind. Cali says, “Continue 
your education, so your children will continue theirs.” She also believes it is important not to see 
your child(ren) become a failure of the system. 
“Never give up,” says De’Asia. “There will be hard days. Your kids need you. Your 
children will inspire you to be who you are. Do not drop out of school or college because if you 
do, you will not go back. If you don’t have a degree, your children won’t have a degree. If you 
don’t strive, your children won’t strive.” 
Eriana says, “Just try to do your best. Try not to let it bother you if your child’s father 
isn’t involved in helping you raise or support your child. Sometimes it is really hard.” Felicia 
said, “just do the best you can. Don’t let anybody discourage you.” Gigi said, “Don’t give up. 
Don’t spend too much time crying. You had them. At the end of the day, they are what matters. 
Shed two tears and keep on moving.” 
Helen said, “what we are doing is very hard. Inspire your children in everything and in 
getting their education. Keep on pushing your kids. We shouldn’t give up.” “Just keep going, one 
day at a time,” said Iris. “Don’t give up. Single or not, it’s hard.” Jade says not to let the struggle 
get to you; “focus on the outcome for your child.” 
Help and resources requested by at-risk mothers. The working mothers participating in 
the study find resources scarce, which adds additional strain to struggling families who are already 
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living at or below the federal poverty level (Ekono, Jiang & Smith, 2016). This is what they had 
to say about what help might be missing: 
Beth said, “I appreciate my job as a preschool teacher and earn a few dollars too much to 
qualify for living expenses and help with food costs.” These are currently provided by her 
parents with whom her family resides, but she added, “it’s not enough.” In addition to 
appreciating additional funding, housing assistance, food stamps, health care benefits, and 
professional counseling services, many mothers requested assistance with child care, and access 
to college grants. None of the respondents indicated a desire to be stay-at-home, unemployed, 
poorly educated mothers. It appeared the mothers were ambitious to improve their lifestyles and 
living conditions beyond those inherited from their parents. It is likely that the effective 
preschool as well as the positive influences helped motivate these struggling mothers.     
Several mothers said they neglect themselves while attending to the needs of their 
families. Eriana complained that the child support system is inadequate. Her child’s father had 
provided only $60 one time. Help in enforcement of child support laws was echoed as needed by 
many of the mothers. Most mothers requested better information about access to benefits. The 
government benefits that are received were reportedly too difficult to get and keep. Iris said that 
government and community entities should “keep providing opportunities for free learning and 
free child care, so mothers can go to school.” Jade said, “government assistance is more work 
than benefit and causes more stress to use the system than avoid it.” Eriana said “the public 
service representatives need to have more compassion.” She added, “Make people accountable 
on both sides of the system.” Helen concluded “there are too many forms to fill out to gain and 
maintain government help.”   
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Implications 
It was an unexpected outcome to observe the transformative leadership of struggling 
single-parent mothers who trained to become effective preschool teachers at the school their 
child attended. This study demonstrates powerful evidence of reversing the cycle of the often-
recurring literacy crisis that is typically handed down from generation to generation. The advised 
preschool programs serving mother and child and activities for literacy and language 
development highlighting the use of picture books, sight words, and bedtime stories to reinforce 
the school activities, along with positive behavior development for infant-toddlers are proving to 
be effective (Lolly, McGuire-Fong & Mangione, 2012).  
Transformation Is Possible in Breaking Cyclical Literacy Epidemic 
Of the ten-mothers interviewed, four had surpassed their mother’s educational level, three 
achieved the same level (each of them had some college or an associate degree), and only three 
fell behind. It is notable that the three that had fallen behind were all successfully enrolled in 
school, suggesting the likelihood that they will achieve at the same level or surpass their 
mother’s educational level. Of the four that had surpassed their mother’s educational level, three 
were teachers at the preschool. Effective preschools work. 
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Figure 8. How effective preschool program enhanced literacy and language development 
for at-risk children according to ten mothers interviewed, November 2017. 
 
 
Family & Community Influences & Obstacles Affect Family Literacy 
The themes of family-based influences and community-based influences that emerged 
from the study of ten at-risk mothers provides evidence that literacy and language development 
are closely linked to family, relatives, culture, the community, faith, school programs, and 
academic role models. For example, a cultural norm according to the literature research is that 
African-American mothers are less likely to read to their infant-toddler children (Manz, Hughes, 
Barnabas, Bracaliello, Ginzberg-Block, 2010). Four of the six African-American respondents in 
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the study stated that they did not read to their infant children until their children started school 
and brought home books and received coaching on how to use this valuable literacy practice. 
Yet, commendable practices presented by most of the African-American mothers was their 
exemplary teaching of early independence and life skills to their infants, like brushing their teeth 
and doing household chores.  
The positive family influences expressed as affecting a child’s literacy development 
included the mother’s education, ancestral heritage, language diversity, and family ties. Positive 
community influences like an effective preschool program, academic role models, parental 
education, and faith-based practices also contributed positive influences. Lessons were also 
learned about the obstacles that might impede their children’s literacy progress. These family 
obstacles included such things as having a multiple-child family, families with special needs 
learners, and those with low-literate parents. Other obstacles expressed were community based, 
such as poor or limited access to healthcare, homelessness, or transportation issues. These 
obstacles provide added burdens to already struggling families. The ten participants in this 
literacy study may not be representative of the entire U.S. population of at-risk mothers. 
However, the influences observed may provide relevant themes for consideration of at-risk 
mothers to assist educators, government agencies, literacy and legislative policy makers, as well 
as family counselors interested in the mother’s insightful perspective. Social justice is supported 
through this approach, as the mother’s point of view may become an instrument of change for 
other mothers facing the same challenges. 
In essence, the influences, both positive (family-based and community-based) and 
potentially negative (obstacles), contribute to the child’s literacy and language development 
success and struggles. In evaluating the research data, all influences and obstacles must be 
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considered. Obviously, the more positive influences have the potential to help overcome the 
obstacles. The influences with the greatest impact will determine the likelihood of a child’s 
success or failure in their educational growth and development. The mothers’ perspective 
provided additional content for literacy research. 
Recommendations 
Not only at-risk mothers, but all citizens, legislators, and educators must promote 
effective early literacy programs before it is too late. “According to the 2015 Census, 43.1 
million Americans lived in poverty. Of that group, 46% are adults who cannot read” (Paulding, 
2015). It is presumed that this number has increased to date, but as previously defined during the 
literature review, data are conflicting and incomplete (Carolan, 2017). The research is clear that 
programs that serve the literacy needs of both the parent and child have the most promising 
chances of success (Kopko, 2007). If Americans are concerned about the literacy development of 
its most endangered group—at-risk mothers and their infants and toddlers—precious resources 
must be wisely invested to sustain such public and nonprofit entities. It seems feasible that 
challenges may be overcome or minimized/better managed through thoughtful development, or 
strengthening, of the external and internal influences. For example, a mother whose child 
endures the challenge of a learning disability may benefit from an effective preschool program. It 
would therefore become a positive external influence. Many early intervention programs are in 
jeopardy of survival, as the current administration is making moves toward displacing literacy 
dollars in favor of charter school and voucher programs (Paulding, 2015).   
Provide Better Access to Effective Literacy and Social Service Programs 
As the research indicated, poor access means no or limited literacy for millions of 
Americans, which creates inequity (Sugrue, 2008). Therefore, regular workshops with mother 
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participants should be held at community preschools and social service agencies to help mothers 
learn about effective preschool programs available in their area. Also, services should be 
provided to help mothers use pro-bono child support attorneys, apply for mommy grants, apply 
for food stamps and housing benefits, transportation and access health care benefits and 
resources.  
The Department of Children and Families should be urged to provide regular assistance 
for food stamps, housing assistance, and continuing education programs by sending 
representatives to local libraries, social service agencies, grocery stores, and preschools to help 
needy families plug into the resources available. Also, all public and private social service 
agency representatives and public officials should be urged to collaboratively post a monthly 
mommy’s help bulletin and website to promote the free literacy programs available like those 
listed in chapter two. These include free literacy activities, books, and reading readiness events, 
especially those that include both mother and child. 
Mothers Become Mentors 
Establish a Mothers as Mentors program using successful mothers who have broken the 
cycle of illiteracy as public spokespersons. This will aim to inspire other at-risk mothers and hold 
them at neighborhood centers near the residences of struggling families. This could be especially 
effective if literacy, education, and career fairs are presented by the mothers, like those 
highlighted in the study who became preschool teachers at the school where their children attend. 
Local and state colleges, technical schools, and universities will participate on request and have 
the funding and prospective new enrollment incentives to provide literature, the exhibits, 
representatives, and career planning experts on hand to ensure a successful event. The mother 
presentations can take place intermittently throughout the day-long program. Transformative 
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leadership in action is indeed a powerful tool when the formerly at-risk mothers become mentors 
for other mothers. This program may also be sponsored by a grant from the U.S. Department of 
Education with matching funds from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Broad 
Foundation. 
Authors Read All About It  
Local and national authors will be invited to provide free reader’s theater events and 
young author writing workshops for reading-ready mother and child groups throughout the year 
at local libraries, museums, schools, book stores, and social service agencies. These programs 
might be promoted by the National Literacy Council as a public service. This may be 
coordinated through a grant generated by the Department of Education and matched by 
Scholastic Book Fairs. The researcher of this study was inspired by a local author to become a 
children’s literature author during her early childhood. 
Future Study Topic Suggestions on the At-Risk Mother’s Role in Literacy Development 
Other considerations for related topics to be investigated came to the forefront through 
the discoveries made in this study: 
At-risk mother’s literacy preparedness study. Now there is a need to establish a 
literacy study among young single-parent mothers who are not currently using a preschool 
program. Participants may be recruited by local social service agencies and the Department of 
Children and Families, who provide services to expectant and new-birth mothers. Beyond the 
health care, housing, financial, and nutritional needs essential to this at-risk group, this study 
could evaluate the literacy preparedness of the mother. This might be done by tracking her 
family-based and community-based influences and obstacles. These were identified by this 
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current study. Special incentives could be offered to help enroll the infant in a suitable preschool 
program upon the conclusion of the study. 
Multigenerational leadership literacy practices. Like the development of a family-tree, 
a study could be conducted among at-risk mothers to develop a three-generation-educational 
family-tree to trace and document the educational levels and progress (or challenges) of three 
generations of a family and their off-spring. Again, the tracking of the family-based and 
community-based influences and obstacles that were identified by this current study will be used 
to inform the study.    
Mothers of literacy leadership (a five-year longitudinal study). Following in the 
footsteps of the at-risk mothers who overcame literacy challenges by getting their children 
successfully enrolled in an effective preschool literacy program while also becoming certified 
preschool teachers, a new study could track this success. In this study, a subsequent five-year 
longitudinal study could be conducted to follow the lives and success of the now certified 
preschool teacher mother and her children. Explicit detail to be tracked will include how the 
family-based and community-based influences and obstacles evolve over time.  
Conclusion  
The scope and magnitude of the American literacy crisis goes beyond the limits and 
boundaries feasible for one study. Limiting this study to the perceptions of at-risk mothers 
closest to the literacy problem with the most influence to help change the problem is promising. 
As prescribed, “if phenomenology is used more prevalently in literacy research, it will help to 
help us develop a more comprehensive, thoughtful, and relevant definition of literacy in the 21st 
century” (Robinson, 2011, p. 31). Therefore, the methodology proved ideal according to the ten 
mothers interviewed in central Florida. The demographics identified in the study were common 
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to the national at-risk single-parent families in alignment with the literature review findings—
primarily people of color including mixed race individuals (Digotardi, Torr & Cross, 2008; Jiang 
& Granjia, 2015).  
Effective Preschool Programs Make A Difference 
Remarkable evidence through the findings in this study suggests the value of effective 
preschool programs in the literacy and language development of at-risk single-parent families. 
The specific characteristics discussed by the mothers that were featured in the study site that 
should be replicated among all preschool programs are: (1.) teach mothers to teach children 
literacy skills, (2.) expect mothers to continue education as role models for their children, (3.) 
provide free books to children with sight words, illustrations, and labels, (4.) reinforce school 
lessons at home in literacy and character development, and most important, (5.) read bedtime 
stories daily. Other benefits that might be added are a mother’s 24-hour counseling service (as 
opposed to a crisis center hotline), and foreign language classes. It is strongly advised that all 
preschool programs align with foundations, literacy councils, and free book clubs to provide 
books and literacy materials to at-risk families.  
Relationships Influence and Affect Literacy  
The pinnacle of the literacy study findings was the discovery of the intrinsic relationships 
and influences that most affect participants’ children’s language and literacy development. In 
learning about their family and educational backgrounds, career, language, teaching, and 
learning experiences, a theory emerged through their personal accounts. The mother’s roles and 
responsibilities for their infant child’s language acquisition and literacy development led to the 
relationships forged that most affect literacy. These relationships began at the child’s birth with 
playful and sensitive interactions between mother and child, close family members, and 
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caregivers (Lowry, 2017). The final discovery was how they leveraged family and community 
influences and obstacles to assume responsibility for their family’s literacy development. 
Character and Behavior Development   
Character development and behavior reinforcement are important aspects of a child’s 
educational development and is vital to a successfully enrolled student (DePaolo, 2009; Jensen 
2009). Faith-based families and families with close extended families fared particularly well in 
this category per the mothers interviewed in this study. A memorable intervention was observed 
at the study location when a teacher’s assistant politely, yet rapidly and firmly, rushed out of the 
classroom, heading down the hall and into the office while holding the hand of one of the young 
students who had misbehaved. She told him that she did not like what he was doing to disrupt the 
class and that he knew better. She told him that she knew his mother would not be happy to hear 
about this. Possibly, this type of immediately responsive early intervention behavioral approach 
might have made a difference for thousands of noncriminal offenders who serve unreasonably 
long sentences as adults in our costly and often ineffective prison systems today (Hunt, 2015).   
The discovery of influences and obstacles, and the required relationships used to leverage 
them in their child’s literacy development helped to crystallize the findings. The researcher 
found it refreshing to discern the literacy process and challenges beyond the sterility of 
linguistics alone, which was made possible by this phenomenological study from those closest to 
the problem. 
Literacy and Hope 
In 1954, Chief Justice Earl Warren Brown verses Board of Education aptly stated: “In 
these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is 
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denied the opportunities of an education. Such an opportunity where the state has undertaken to 
provide it, is a right that must be made available on equal terms” (Amurao, 2016). 
Fortunately, the mothers interviewed in this study have learned how to advance their own 
careers and education while helping their children become literate, productive citizens, thanks to 
the positive influences made by an effective early learning center, strong family ties, and 
community influences. The mothers learned to nurture and teach their children and leverage 
effective relationships while overcoming challenges. They relied on strong family ties, family 
culture, faith-inspired leadership, community support, and role models to help their families 
become literate.  
Every mother and child deserve access to quality programs to help them reach their full 
potential. Every child should have the opportunity to become another Leonardo DaVinci,  
Dr. Seuss, Helen Keller, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, or Emily Dickinson. Language and 
literacy development are only the beginning. Literacy is love. Literacy is freedom. Literacy is 
transformational. 
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APPENDIX A 
LETTER OF AGENCY ENGAGEMENT TO CONDUCT RESEARCH STUDY 
 
Three Campuses: Biddeford and Portland, Maine • Tangier, Morocco • (207) 283-0171 
  
TO: (Agency) 
Dear (director): 
Thank you for your kind cooperation for setting up our preliminary meeting on March 29th with 
(name) Program Services Director, for her insightful, warm, and wonderful reception and 
excellent ideas to help coordinate a literacy study.  
 
I am gratefully aware of the wonderful social & educational work your agency provides for our 
citizens. As discussed, I am reaching out to you on behalf of the University of New England 
where I am in the process of completing my doctorate in transformative leadership education. 
The dissertation study title is  
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF AT-RISK MOTHERS’ CULTURE & ROLE IN 
INFANT-TODDLER LITERACY DEVELOPMENT. Based on research, it was discovered that 
at-risk single-parent mothers of infants are the most likely to have a positive impact in the lives 
of their children to help them develop their language skills and literacy for a promising future. 
Literacy is intrinsic to education, social justice, freedom and prosperity. Therefore, we are doing 
a phenomenological study of 8 to 12 at-risk mothers to gain their insights and commitment to the 
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role they play in their child’s life. Your referrals and the ability to interview them for 
approximately 45 minutes to one hour each are appreciated. Pseudonyms will be used to protect 
their privacy and their participant rights will be monitored by our research team. The participants 
need to be 18 years old, English speakers, and at-risk single parent mothers of infants (0 to 3). As 
discussed, an (agency) consent form is also forthcoming. 
 
Highlights of the program focus on the mothers’ perspectives about their role in their children’s 
language acquisition and literacy. As you know illiteracy is tied directly to poverty, poor health, 
underemployment or unemployment, social injustice, and even the criminal justice system. It is 
often a cyclical problem. The ideal timeline for interviews is Fall 2017 upon your kind approval 
and the mother’s willingness to participate. As a small thank you to (agency) and the mothers 
who participate, free books will be provided. In addition to the study publication, (agency) will 
be featured in a book dedication in an upcoming interactive children’s book published on 
Amazon Kindle in my “A to Zany Zebra” Collection for children of all ages. 
Respectfully Yours, 
April Arfaras, EdD (Candidate) and Principal Investigator  
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APPENDIX B 
LETTER OF AGENCY PARTICIPATION AGREEMENT                                                                                                                                 
Three Campuses: Biddeford and Portland, Maine • Tangier, Morocco • (207) 283-0171 
I ____________________________________________________ (name and title) representing 
____________________________________________________________(agency) located at 
_______________________________________address, on ________________(date) agree to 
allow doctoral candidate/Principal Investigator April Arfaras to conduct 8 to 12 personal 
interviews with English-speaking, at-risk single parent mothers (18 + years of age) with infants 
(0 to 3 years of age) on behalf of the University of New England. The purpose of the study is to 
engage mothers in their lifelong role as education leaders for their children. The study is intended 
to yield valuable content for a dissertation publication and inspire love for literacy. UNE will 
oversee the procedures and practices for the protection of researching human subjects. Each 
interview will be conducted privately and confidentially and will last approximately 45 minutes 
per participant. The goal of the study is to learn more about the mother’s perspective on her role 
in her child’s literacy development and to empower courageous mothers to become 
transformative leaders of literacy for their children through the development of reading, writing, 
and communication skills and to help them prevent negative consequences of dropping out of 
school, poverty, and social injustice. Thank you for your role of participation in this study. 
(agency) Inc. exemplifies outstanding leadership as an early intervention literacy development 
organization. 
X______________________________ X _____________________________ 
Agency Representative    April Arfaras EdD (Candidate) 
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APPENDIX C 
ORAL SCRIPT RECRUITMENT FORM  
A doctoral student and local author is conducting a literacy study to be published as part of an 
educational dissertation project. (agency). has been selected as the hosting agency because of 
their outstanding work and mission in serving young families with literacy programs and 
childcare. You, as a member family at (agency)., are invited to participate in this voluntary study, 
as a single-parent mother of an infant (ages 0 to 3). The study entitled, “A phenomenological 
study of at-risk mothers’ culture and their infant” will take place in Fall 2017. Research findings 
have demonstrated the important role mothers play in their child’s learning and education, 
particularly their child’s language development during their earliest years. Your comments and 
opinions are greatly appreciated, and you and your child’s names will be kept confidential. There 
is no fee or compensation to participate.  
The study will consist of an interview to learn about mothers’ views of their role in their child’s 
language and literacy development. This study interview will take approximately 45 minutes and 
will be conducted in a private/semi-private space at an (agency) facility during a time that is 
convenient. Thank you for your cooperation in helping with the goal to end the literacy crisis in 
America. As a small token of appreciation, you will receive a free interactive book from the “A 
to Zany Zebra” collection on Amazon Kindle written by the children’s author who is conducting 
the study. Thank you in advance for your participation.    
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APPENDIX D 
CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH 
 
Three Campuses: Biddeford and Portland, Maine • Tangier, Morocco • (207) 283-0171 
Project Title:  
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL 
STUDY OF AT-RISK MOTHERS’ CULTURE & ROLE IN  
INFANT-TODDLER LITERACY DEVELOPMENT 
Principal Investigator(s): April Arfaras, Doctoral Candidate, University of New England 
Lead Advisor: Michelle Collay, Ph.D., University of New England 
Secondary Advisor: Andrew Ross, Ph.D., University of New England 
Introduction: 
A study of mothers’ important role in the literacy of their child is planned. The study will focus 
on single-parent mothers of infants. Research shows the dropout problem comes from poor 
literacy skills that are not addressed in early childhood. Nearly a fifth of all children who drop 
out of school end up in prison. Also, at-risk children, especially those of color, face more 
difficulties, starting from early childhood. 
Mothers have the most influence on their children. Culture also weighs heavily in language and 
literacy. The study will help to better understand what mothers think about their role in their 
child’s literacy development. The study conducted in central Florida to help the literacy crisis, 
may also help other urban areas with high immigrant populations throughout the country. Please 
read this form. Your participation is voluntary. 
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Why is this study being done?  
A mother’s view on her child’s education makes a difference in her child’s success or failure in 
school, career, and life. A child’s earliest years are important. By the time a child reaches three 
or four, it may be too late to prevent them from failing in school or ending up in trouble with the 
law. Currently, one in five school dropouts end up in prison. This study is intended to learn from 
mothers about their views and help bring attention to the literacy crisis, so the problems may end. 
The principal investigator conducting this study is a full time doctoral student and author 
interested in literacy education. There are no profits or fees associated with conducting or 
participating in this study. It will be used for educational research purposes only. No advisors or 
other affiliates involved in this study have any financial or consultative interest in this study. 
Who will be in this study?  
(agency). staff counselors will refer mothers for this study that are English speaking, single 
parents, 18 years or older, with infants 0 to 3 years of age.  
What will I be asked to do?  
You will be asked to answer an anonymous survey about what you believe is your role in your 
child’s language and literacy development. Each interview will last approximately 45 minutes. 
Notes and sound recordings will be taken. 
What are the possible risks of taking part in this study?  
There are no foreseeable risks in taking part in this study. If the questions should trigger any 
unusual emotional response, the interview may be cancelled immediately if desired. 
What are the possible benefits of taking part in this study?  
There is no compensation for this study, however in addition to receiving a free interactive book 
to share with your child, the benefit will be the accomplishment of participating in a study to 
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help improve language and literacy development for at-risk children. It may also help to inspire 
other mothers to help their children become successful, productive adults. Many people feel joy 
by helping others. 
What will it cost me?  
There is no cost to participate in the study. It will take place at an (agency) where your child is 
enrolled, and the interview will be scheduled around drop off or pick up time at your 
convenience.  
How will my privacy be protected?  
This is a confidential study. You will be given a pseudonym (another name to protect your 
identity). Only the responses to the questions will be used for research. No identifiable 
information will be published. The information will be kept secure after it is collected by the 
principal investigator. Oversight will be provided by an Institutional Review Board and (agency) 
upon request.   
All information and notes will be kept secure until August 1, when the data are erased and 
destroyed. Only anonymous content will be used. Note: research records will be kept in a locked 
file in the office of the Principal Investigator; data will be encrypted using industry standards.  
 
Publication goals for this study include multiple media and research outlets to be determined. 
They may include scholarly journals, a report to a third-party agency, and collaborative sources 
for potential integrative research.  
What are my rights as a research participant?  
Your participation is voluntary. If you choose not to participate, it will not affect your current or 
future relations with the University of New England or (agency). You may skip or refuse to 
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answer any question for any reason. You are free to withdraw from this research study at any 
time, for any reason. If you choose to withdraw from the research, there will be no penalty to you 
and you will not lose any benefits that you are otherwise entitled to receive. If you choose not to 
participate there is no penalty to you and you will not lose any benefits that you are otherwise 
entitled to receive. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human Subjects 
at the University of New England has reviewed the use of human subjects in this research. The 
IRB is responsible for protecting the rights and welfare of people involved in research. 
What other options do I have?  
You may choose not to participate at any time, for any reason. Your individual rights are very 
important. The researchers conducting this study are April Arfaras, the principal investigator, 
727-557-6055, and Michelle Collay, Ph.D., the lead advisor, 1-510-967-2934. If you have any 
questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may call Olgun Guvench, 
M.D., Ph.D., Chair of the UNE Institutional Review Board at (207) 221-4171 or email 
irb@une.edu.   
 
Student researchers are required to have the faculty advisors listed. The faculty advisor is 
expected to take an active role in students’ research activities and provide supervision throughout 
the duration of their research study. The faculty mentor is legally responsible for all research 
activities. 
If you choose to participate in this research study and believe you may have suffered a research 
related injury, please contact Michelle Collay, Ph.D., the lead advisor, 1-510-967-2934 or 
mcollay@une.edu. 
Will I receive a copy of this consent form? 
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You may print/keep a copy of this consent form. 
I understand the above description of the research and the risks and benefits associated with my 
participation as a research subject. I understand that by proceeding with this survey I agree to 
take part in this research and do so voluntarily.  
Participant’s Statement 
I understand the above description of this research and the risks and benefits associated with my 
participation as a research subject. I agree to take part in the research and do so voluntarily. 
Participant’s signature: _____________________________________________  
Date: _______________  
Or Legally authorized representative: _______________________________________  
Printed name: __________________________________________________________ 
Researcher’s Statement 
The participant named above had sufficient time to consider the information, had an opportunity 
to ask questions, and voluntarily agreed to be in this study. 
Researcher’s signature: ______________________________________________  
Date: _______________ 
Printed name: ______________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX E 
RESEARCH STUDY FLYER 
 
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF AT-RISK MOTHERS’CULTURE & ROLE 
IN INFANT-TODDLER LITERACY DEVELOPMENT 
Proposed Study Date: Fall 2017 
April Arfaras, Doctoral Candidate, Principal Investigator 
University of New England 
aprilarfaras@gmail.com 
727-557-6055 
 
Michelle Collay, Ph.D., Lead Advisor 
University of New England 
mcollay@une.edu 
207-602-2010 
 
Andrew Ross, Ph.D., Secondary Advisor 
University of New England 
aross9@une.edu 
207-283-0171 
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Criteria for (agency) Study Participants: 
• 8 to 12 total respondents 
• 18 years of age or older 
• At-risk mothers of infants 
• Single-parents of child 0 to 3 years old 
• Fluent in English 
• Willing to voluntarily participate 
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APPENDIX F 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR LITERACY STUDY 
     
(Proposed Interview Time: 45 minutes) 
PERSONAL BACKGROUND 
Date: ________________________ 
Location: __________________________________ 
Pseudonym: __________________________ 
Mother’s Age: _____  
Child(rens) Age(s)_________________________________________________ 
Ethnicity:  
African-American_____Caucasion_____Hispanic_____Asian_____Native American_____ 
Mixed Race_____ Other _____Undisclosed_____  
Occupation: 
Work_____ Unemployed_____ Student_____ 
Where do you live? Home_____ Mobile Home_____ Program Facility_____ Apartment_____ 
With Relative _____Other______ 
EARLY LITERACY 
1. What is your first language? What was your parents’ first language?   
2. What is your child’s first language? 
3. What is your level of education?   
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4. What is your child’s level of education? 
5. What is/was your parents level of education? 
6. Tell me what you recall from when you said your first words and learned to speak and    
write?     Who taught you?  How old were you? 
7. Describe your experiences with books.  
8. Did you attend pre-K ___ K___  
9. Tell me about your experiences being read to as a child. 
PARENTING 
10. Tell me about your child? 
11. How do you teach your child(ren)? 
12. Give me an example of something you taught your child that he or she enjoys? 
13. How does your child enjoy learning?   Reading? 
14. Is your child a confident speaker? Does he/she enjoy speaking with others? 
15. Who are the people you think are responsible for your child’s education?  
16. What do you wish for your child’s education and future?  
17. What questions do you have for me? 
18. What advice do you have for other single-parent mothers facing the challenges of their 
children’s literacy and language development? 
19.  What help, or resources do you think would be necessary to help you with your children’s 
literacy development? 
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APPENDIX G 
SCHOOL TO PRISON PIPELINE DATA SHEET 
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APPENDIX H 
CODING CHART FOR RESEARCH ANALYSIS 
 
